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ABSTRACT
How does the form of a literary text contribute to its function? This project addresses that 
question by examining how the structure (form) of Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus’ imperial 
biographies, De uita Caesarum (DVC), contributes to the characterization (function) of its 
subjects through the process of reading. Suetonius arranged his biographical material according 
to both chronology (per tempora), and topic (per species), and scholarly judgment on the success 
or failure of Suetonius’ character portrayal is inextricably linked with discussions of the text’s 
structural arrangement. I address how textual structure can contribute to character construction 
by utilizing fields of cognitive narratology, including reader-oriented criticism and theories of 
text-processing. Chapter 1 considers how aspects of sequential dynamics can be used to construct 
character by elucidating the character’s motivations or psychology through the recognition of 
causal links in the first seven anecdotes of the Diuus Iulius. Chapter 2 addresses the question of 
how the information in the chronological sections of the Diuus Iulius connects to the topical 
sections in the process of characterization through the construction of mental models and 
cognitive processing of material. Chapter 3 expands the methods from Chapters 1 and 2 to 
consider issues of coherence in four other biographies of the series which have traditionally 
piqued mixed or negative assessments of character portrayal: the Diuus Augustus, the Tiberius, 
the Domitianus, and the Diuus Claudius. In the Conclusion I illustrate how Suetonius’ reader 
constructs both a categorized mental model of the emperors as well as a personalized model in 
their respective biographies. 
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Much of the scholarship on character portrayal in Suetonius’ de uita Caesarum (hereafter DVC) 
bases its assessment of Suetonius’ success or failure in characterization on the structure of the 
text. However, no detailed study of how the structure of the DVC contributes to character 
construction has been conducted. This project aims to remedy that gap by applying methods of 
cognitive narratology in order to understand how the organization and presentation of material in 
a text contributes to the reader’s interpretative process of its content, particularly concerning 
characterization. 
Background and Context 
Overview 
The scholarship on Suetonius’ DVC is wide and varied, ranging from interest in the historical 
development and generic classification between biography and historiography,1 to literary 
criticism of the various narrative techniques of ancient biography in general, and Suetonius in 
particular.2 Previous scholars have produced detailed bibliographies and literature reviews of this 
                                                
1 F. Leo (1901); Dorey (ed.) (1967); Baldwin (1983); Wallace-Hadrill (1983); Gascou (1984) 
2 Studies concerned with Suetonius’ literary art include: Steidle (1951); Della Corte (1958) 203–30; 
Townend (1967) 81–96; Mouchová (1968); Venini (1975); Cizek (1977) 65–154; Gugel (1977); Gascou 
(1983) 675–706; Lounsbury (1987); Power (2007); and Power and Gibson (2014). Hägg (2012) looks at 
ancient biography with modern biography in mind, hoping to highlight the constants (structure, literary 
topoi, rhetorical schemes, means of characterization) and elucidate any differences. The recent edited 
volume of De Temmerman and Demoen (2016) examines the role of fictionalization in both Greek and 
Roman biographical works. 
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scholarship;3 in what follows I will frame my discussion of the scholarship around the issue of 
characterization. 
Aim of Biography 
Interest in the individual is an essential aspect of biography. According to D. A. Pauw,  
“[T]he aim of biography is to disclose the nature or ēthos of a person by means of 
selected actions which reveal his character. This is the reason why pithy anecdotes are 
characteristic of good biography. Since character is reflected by the totality of deeds and 
experiences it is a distinctive feature of biography that a man’s qualities are often 
presented by way of sententiae.”4  
 
Pauw draws his assessment from those ancient biographical sources which declare their aims.5 
For example, in the introduction to his Life of Alexander Plutarch argues that personal anecdotes 
are better suited for depicting one’s character, rather than descriptions of battles, thus 
distinguishing his own biographical work from history (Alex. 1.1–3). The ancient concept of 
“character,” denoted here by Plutarch’s term ēthos, is actually quite nuanced and complex. 
Generally speaking, “character” was considered to be composed of a combination of both innate 
qualities with which one was born, and behavioral traits, which one acquired through exposure to 
                                                
3 For the most recent and thorough review of Suetonian scholarship, Power’s dissertation on Suetonius 
as the “hidden persuader” provides the best overview (2007: 2–50). See Galand-Hallyn (1991) and 
Benediktson (1993) for bibliographies of Suetonian scholarship ranging from 1938–88. The structure of 
Galand-Hallyn (1991) highlights the surprisingly contentious nature of Suetonian scholars by organizing 
studies around the pivotal year of 1950, with mostly negative assessments of Suetonius’ capability as a 
literary writer falling in the first half of the twentieth century. Steidle (1951) ushered in a revival, or “une 
réhabilitation” of Suetonian scholarship. 
4 Pauw (1979) 123. 
5 Plut. Alex. 1.1–3; Nepos Praef. 1; Epam. 1; Pelop. 1. 
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external factors, such as family, education, and culture.6 The innate qualities were fixed, but 
behavioral traits could change depending on circumstance. The corresponding terminology used 
to designate these two spheres of “character” are natura/φύσις (innate qualities/disposition) and 
mores/ἦθος (habits).7 
The term characterization refers to the process of ascribing information to a character in 
the text in order to provide that character with certain properties.8 Such properties can include 
physical description, social status, occupation, psychological details, or even locative properties. 
Moreover, the characterizing function of these properties is determined by historical and cultural 
variables. The traditional debate about characterization in ancient texts has centered on the type 
of character produced by these properties. In other words, the dominating question has been 
whether or not the properties ascribed to a character in a text, together with the way in which 
those properties are introduced to the reader, create a complex character or a static one. Critics 
measured the complexity of a character in terms of psychological depth, often determined by the 
number and types of traits exhibited by or ascribed to a character. The most well-known 
designation of these character categories was coined by Edward Forster in his description of flat 
versus round characters: “Flat characters…are constructed round a single idea or quality”9 while 
                                                
6 Past opinions held that ancient writers believed one’s character to be fixed at birth. However, more 
recent evaluations have reconsidered the validity of this generalization and have come to appreciate the 
more nuanced approaches to character and character portrayl in ancient texts. See especially Gill (1983) 
for his proposed distinction between “personality” and “character.”  
7 Plutarch’s use of ἦθος in the Parallel Lives has an added moral dimension. For Plutarch’s conception 
of character and interest in both personality and moral character, see Duff (1999); Stadter (2000); Pelling 
(2002) 283–300, and 310–22.  
8 Jannidis (2012). 
9 Forster (1927/1985) 67. 
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round characters are “more highly organized”10 and “are capable of surprising in a convincing 
way.”11 From a modern perspective, these so-called round characters are evaluated more highly 
than flat characters due to their psychological development, and consequently the genres in 
which these types appear have also been praised or denigrated. This may partly explain why 
ancient biography in general, and Suetonius’ in particular, have received little serious attention 
by classicists until recently.  
Trends in classical scholarship about characterization in Greco-Roman texts still reflect 
this apparent unease the modern reader feels when confronted with ancient literary characters, 
inasmuch as they take as their starting point (either explicitly or implicitly) the issues of complex 
versus simple character, or flat versus round, or type versus individual.12 This extends across all 
genres, poetry and prose. In a brief overview of the development of biographical features in 
Greek literature, Pauw assumes a psychologically complex notion of character as evidence of the 
                                                
10 Forster (1927/1985) 75. 
11 Forster (1927/1985) 78. Literary critics have since challenged Forster’s classification on a number of 
grounds and have proposed new models for determining categories of characterization, but the underlying 
distinction between complex and simple has remained. 
12 The scholarship on ancient methods of characterization is vast, but see, e.g., Daitz (1960); Walbank 
(1972); Pauw (1979); Gill (1983) and (1990); Swain (1989); Pelling (1990); May (1988); Woodman 
(1998); Pelling (2002); Billault (2003); Riggsby (2004); Pitcher (2007); Baragwanath (2008); Stadter 
(2009); Levene (2010) Chapter 3 on Persons and People; Seo (2013); De Temmerman (2014); Ash et al. 
(eds.) (2015); Toher (2015); Kozak (2016). 
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“biographical,” in contrast to the static portraits depicted in epilogues and necrologies.13 Gill’s 
influential study on the question of character development in ancient historiography in which he 
argued for a distinction between the concepts of “character” and “personality” aimed to answer 
the question of whether or not “character” in ancient historiography and biography was 
conceived of as static or developing.14 A few years later Swain responded with an article about 
the precise mechanisms of character change in Plutarch.15 More recently, the three questions 
which De Temmerman posed about characters in the ancient novel reflect these very issues:16 1) 
Are they depicted primarily as character types or do they show signs of individuation? 2) Are 
they to be read as ideal figures or does their depiction also show signs of lifelikeness? 3) Do they 
remain static throughout the narrative or is their character shown to change? De Temmerman 
thus distills the scholarly interest in characterization into three main issues, with the first term in 
each of his pairs standing in for previous opinions or assumptions about ancient characters (they 
are types depicting ideal figures whose traits remain static), while the second term signals the 
                                                
13 For example, his statement on Euripides’ role in the development of biography in terms of character 
portrayal assumes the necessity of this psychologically complex notion. Concerning Euripides’ epilogue 
on the dead in Suppliants (860–917), Pauw asserts: “In his tragedies, the individual, the complex 
personality, the psychological development of character appear for the first time…Euripides does not 
merely create a static portrait as in the formal epilogue, a portrait made up of a series of unchanging 
qualities illustrated by examples. He looks at their course of life in its entirety without examining the 
separate incidents in detail. Thus the poet’s epilogue occupies an intermediate position between the 
‘static’ epilogue and the biography” (116–17). 
14 Gill (1983). 
15 Swain (1989). At the outset he concedes that Plutarch, for the most part, presents stable characters 
who do not exhibit a radical change or departure from earlier characteristics, and that “this staticism is 
firmly located within Greek literary traditions” (62). 
16 De Temmerman (2014) 7. He poses these questions deliberately in order to situate his study within 
the current scholarly discussion. 
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directions of current scholarship (individuality, life-like personalities, development or change of 
traits).  
These questions are obviously important for reassessing older claims in light of new 
modes of thought; one, however, must use caution in overzealously applying modern concepts of 
character and characterization to ancient texts, particularly in light of the fact that characters are 
constructed (by authors, narrators, readers) in cultural and historical contexts.17 This fact was 
recognized by the ancient authors themselves, particularly those whose works were largely 
concerned with characterizations of individuals and groups. Herodotus’ cultural relativism is 
evident in his descriptions of how the Persians evaluate an individual’s overall character by 
weighing the good along with the bad, rather than on the basis of a single action (1.137.1), and 
the Ethiopians judge size and strength as the best indicators of kingly qualities (3.20).18 
Similarly, Cornelius Nepos’ programmatic statement in the preface to the Epaminondas should 
be understood as establishing for his readers this lens of cultural relativism when they approach 
his biographies. Rather than asking if Caesar was portrayed as a “flat” or “round” character with 
the modern assumption that “round” equals better, we should ask what type of expectations about 
characters an ancient audience would have brought to a text. In other words, how would an 
ancient audience construct these characters, through the process of reading, based on the 
characteristics applied to them, either implicitly or explicitly, within the text?  
Unlike Plutarch, Suetonius does not provide a programmatic statement about the nature 
of his work for the reader. He does not tell us his purpose in composing the DVC or define his 
concept of “character.” The closest we get to any kind of programmatic statement about 
Suetonius’ concept and depiction of character in the DVC appears in Aug. 61.1:  
                                                
17 A caution urged especially by Pitcher (2007) 102–17 and Levene (2010).  
18 These examples come from Baragwanath (2015). 
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Quoniam qualis in imperis ac magistratibus regendaque per terrarum orbem pace 
belloque re p. fuerit, exposui, referam nunc interiorem ac familiarem eius uitam 
quibusque moribus atque fortuna domi et inter suos egerit a iuuenta usque ad supremum 
uitae diem. 
 
Since I have related what kind of person he was in his provincial and local magistracies, 
as well as in ruling the state through the world in peace and war, I will now describe his 
personal and domestic life, and with what habits and fortune he conducted himself at 
home and among his household from his youth up to the final day of his life.19 
 
Suetonius uses the term qualis again to refer to the depiction of his subject at Cl. 25 and 
Dom.1.3. Suetonius thus aims to depict “what sort of person” the emperors were. Since my 
approach to Suetonius’ text focuses on the reader’s construction of meaning through the process 
of reading, I utilize Chatman’s theory of character as something which readers construct from the 
text by inferring culturally coded traits from textual information. Chatman thus defines character 
as a “paradigm of traits,” in which a trait is a “relatively stable or abiding personal quality.”20 
The reader uses three main sources of information to construct a mental model of a character 
through the reading process: a) textually explicit ascriptions of properties; b) inferences drawn 
from textual cues; c) inferences drawn from real-world conventions.21 By using such an 
approach, I hope to move Suetonian scholarship concerning his methods of characterization 
beyond many of the arguments in existing scholarship, especially the older discussions listed 
above.22 This new approach should aid us in answering the other issue about Suetonius and 
                                                
19 All translations are my own, unless noted otherwise. 
20 Chatman (1978) 123–26. See also Rimmon-Kenan (2002) for the developmental dimension of 
character encountered through reading: “When, in the process of reconstruction, the reader reaches a point 
where he can no longer integrate an element within a constructed category, the implication would 
seem…that the character has changed” (39). 
21 Jannidis (2012). 
22 See e.g. Leon (1948); Hanslik (1954); Townend (1967); Murphy (1991); Lindsay (1998); Galtier 
(2009); Toher (2015). 
8 
 
character, namely that scholarly judgment of his success or failure in character portrayal is 
uniquely and intimately bound with discussions of his structural arrangement of material, which I 
discuss in the following sections. 
Biography and Structure 
Ancient historiography, like biography, was concerned with presenting the characters of its 
subjects. However, the crucial difference between the two genres, according to Ellen O’Gorman, 
is the formal structure of the narrative.23 Biography focuses its form on the structure of an 
individual’s life and character, rather than on the annalistic structure of historical narrative. 
Starting with the formal structure centered around an individual’s life, Tomas Hägg 
argued that Isocrates’ Evagoras constitutes our first (extant) example of a work which uses 
Evagoras’ lifespan as a structuring principle, and which will become the model for future Lives.24 
For the first time we see biographical topoi ordered in a chronological sequence: genealogy, 
birth, childhood, and rule. Formally, though, Hägg cautions that the Evagoras should still be 
classified as an epideictic encomium designed to function as a “mirror for princes.” When we 
move to Xenophon’s Agesilaus, we find the innovation of a clear division between deeds and 
virtues: “I will next give an account of all the things he achieved…because in my opinion there 
is no better way to gain insight into his character (topoi) than by considering his deeds (erga).”25 
The arrangement of the deeds is chronological, while the virtues are arranged by topic.  
The work of Cornelius Nepos constitutes our first extant example of biography in Rome, 
and according to Christina Kraus, Nepos also introduced most of those elements—as far as we 
can tell—that would become standard in Suetonian biography: 1) interest in both public and 
                                                
23 O’Gorman (2011). 
24 Hägg (2012). 
25 Xen. Ages. 1.6. 
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private details; 2) stress on character; 3) themes from encomium and invective; 4) mix of 
chronological and topical organization.26 However, as we have seen with the examples of 
Isocrates and Xenophon, some of these features were already prevalent in Greek biographies. 
This prompted some scholars to ask what, if anything, makes Roman biographies different, and 
if it is possible that they developed from a separate tradition. 
Already at the turn of the twentieth century scholars noticed the different structural 
possibilities for biographical texts and attempted to explain the origins of each type. Friedrich 
Leo proposed a development of ancient biography in two separate branches, which he identified 
as the Alexandrian and Peripatetic types.27 The Alexandrian type combined a tale in 
chronological order with the systematic characterization of an individual and his achievements, 
and was especially suited to the lives of writers. Leo argued that this type was introduced by 
Alexandrian grammarians (hence the name), and Suetonius, himself a grammarian, used this type 
to write the lives of literary men but then “mistakenly” also applied it to the lives of the Roman 
emperors. The characteristic features of the Alexandrian type included: 1) a sectional listing of 
facts; 2) neglect of chronology; 3) scientific style without artistic pretensions. In comparison, the 
Peripatetic type of biography was a straightforward chronological account of events and was thus 
suited to the lives of statesmen, exhibited best by Plutarch’s Lives. Its characteristic features 
included: 1) a central focus on ethos with a chronological treatment of praxeis; 2) subject matter 
limited to generals and statesmen; 3) conscious literary design. 
Eventually Leo’s argument was met with heavy criticism and alternative theories were 
proposed, particularly for the origins and development of Roman biography. D. R. Stuart 
analyzed the particular Roman qualities of Suetonius’ Lives and argued instead for a model based 
                                                
26 Kraus (2005) 254. 
27 Leo (1901). 
10 
 
on funerary inscriptions and the laudatio funebris.28 Stuart’s assessment was later supported and 
expanded by Hägg, who argued that there was a presupposition in Suetonius’ biographies that an 
emperor’s acts constitute his life, rather than his character.29 Here Hägg draws an important 
distinction between the two cultures which (may) have affected their approach and methods in 
writing Lives. For the Greeks, character constituted the life, and as Aristotle claimed, a man’s 
character (ēthos) is revealed through his deeds. Thus, in writing a life a Greek biographer could 
include a selection of typical acts that reveal his various character traits, and this could be 
accomplished in a roughly chronological narrative, such as we find in Plutarch’s political lives. 
However, Hägg explains:  
“…to the Romans it is the accumulation of public deeds that make up ‘character’…The 
evaluation of a person by concentrating on his acts was a deep-rooted element of Roman 
mentality. The cursus honorum in inscriptions is a type of mini-biography in stone. From 
Augustus onwards, the practice expands from funerary inscriptions to honorary 
monuments which typically combine honores with res gestae, but virtues are seldom 
mentioned. It was primarily the content (not necessarily the formal structure or rhetoric) 
of the funeral oration, laudatio funebris, that influenced the earliest Roman biographers 
and instilled a typically Roman ethos into the genre.”30  
 
Contrary to the proposals set forth by Stuart and Hägg, R. G. Lewis reacted against the argument 
for the laudatio funebris as a potential impetus or model for Roman biographies, claiming 
instead that the material came from political polemic in forensic oratory.31 Lewis saw Suetonius’ 
arrangement and material following a “standard method” which he identified in Cicero’s works, 
with a kernel exposition of honores and res gestae with descent, parentage, and family included. 
The mores are either interwoven or treated separately. Ultimately, Lewis concluded that no 
antecedent work or class of biographical writing can be reckoned as Suetonius’ prototype for 
                                                
28 Stuart (1928). 
29 Hägg (2012). 
30 Hägg (2012) 234. 
31 Lewis (1991). 
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either content or structure. In a somewhat similar vein, Wolf Steidle had already recognized that 
Suetonius’ Caesares were indeed Roman in subject-matter, spirit, and treatment—their form, 
however, paralleled various Greek types such as the basilikos logos, and were perhaps dependent 
on them for structure and method.32  
More than any other biographer, Suetonius especially employs particular formal features 
in his Caesares, including extensive use of divisio to arrange material under rubrics (per species 
rather than per tempora).33 Usually the sections leading up to an emperor’s accession to power 
are arranged chronologically—but anecdotes often interrupt and stall the narrative—then he 
switches to arrangement per species to present the emperor’s virtues and vices—another original 
aspect of Suetonius, since earlier vitae did not tend to include many vices. Suetonius’ Life of 
Augustus provides the best example of this structure, but Suetonius does not strictly follow this 
model for all of the Lives.  
Suetonius and Character/ization 
Scholars have pointed to Suetonius’ structural organization of material, along with the type of 
material he chose to include in the imperial biographies (virtues and vices), as contributing to the 
success or failure of his biographical method, particularly in terms of characterization. Much of 
the earlier scholarship on Suetonius, perhaps unsurprisingly, judged his character portrayal of the 
emperors as a failure due to the nature of his arrangement of material. According to these 
scholars, Suetonius’ arrangement by topic (per species) and eschewment of chronology denied 
the possibility of contextualization for the anecdotal material and the depiction of character 
development. On Suetonius’ method of arrangement, G. W. Mooney comments: 
                                                
32 Steidle (1951). 
33 On divisio in Suetonius generally, see Townend (1967) 85–7; Lewis (1991) 3663–4; Kaster (1992) 
95–8; Osgood (2011) 47–8; Hurley (2014). 
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“[I]t presents in a convenient form striking instances of his predominant virtues and 
vices, and thus furnishes us with some of the rough materials for a judgment on his 
character. But character is a gradual development, and it is impossible to trace the 
successive stages of its development, unless we are also furnished in an orderly form with 
the historical events of the period in their chronological sequence. Action must largely be 
conditioned by circumstances; and if we are deprived of a clear account of the historical 
conditions under which a certain deed was done or a certain policy pursued, the due 
apportionment of praise and blame is rendered impracticable. The biographies of 
Suetonius are most valuable by reason of the multitude of facts which they contain; but 
they fail, and must fail, to provide clearly defined and accurate portraits.”34 
 
Similar sentiments are echoed by M. P. Charlesworth on his assessment of Caligula’s character 
portrayal: 
“…his arrangement of this assorted material under Categories or Rubrics results in a 
strange compartmenting of each Emperor’s personality, which excludes chronological 
treatment or any proper study of the gradual development of character.”35 
 
Again, Gavin Townend attributes Suetonius’ method of arrangement to the failure of 
constructing consistent and coherent characters: 
“There is certainly little evidence of conscious effort to build up a coherent character, 
such as one finds in Plutarch. This is largely because Suetonius avoids generalizations, 
preferring a list of disconnected items which the reader must add up for himself.”36   
 
Even some of the later scholarship which started to recognize Suetonius’ literary skill and artistry 
continued to base their denial of his character portrayal on structural issues. Andrew Wallace-
Hadrill distinguishes Suetonius’ method from that of historians: 
“What is at issue is Suetonius’ habit of devoting long chapters to the documentation of 
given qualities and defects. Actions, which for the historian formed the thread of the 
narrative, are dispersed under virtue and vice headings, reduced to the status of items of 
evidence.”37 
 
                                                
34 Mooney (1930) 17. 
35 Charlesworth (1933) 107. 
36 Townend (1967) 83. 
37 Wallace-Hadrill (1983) 143. 
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Donna Hurley recalls Wallace-Hadrill’s assessment and finds fault with the lack of 
contextualization resulting from the rubric organization: “The checkerboard emperors still float 
disembodied without benefit of context.”38  
Others have taken a different approach to character portrayal, arguing that Suetonius’ 
organization of material in fact enables him to construct more complex, realistic characters. On 
the success of such an arrangement for displaying complexity of character, Christopher Pelling 
has claimed that Suetonius’ method of arranging his material by topics (per species) actually 
makes it possible to create the “protean complexities” of an individual’s character, complexities 
which are lacking from Plutarch’s more “integrated” characters whose traits cluster readily 
together.39 Additionally, O’Gorman has argued that Suetonius’ structure and organizing principle 
allows him to focus more exclusively on the question of the origins of character: “…across the 
Lives, Suetonius builds up a complex picture of character formation, in which nature, family 
history, historical circumstance, and personal misfortune all play a part.”40 A detailed analysis, 
however, of the actual mechanisms by which Suetonius accomplishes such complexity and 
establishment of character through the use of rubrics is lacking from both of those discussions. 
Additionally, Pelling and O’Gorman fail to consider whether or not such approaches to 
interpreting Suetonius’ character portrayal are even valid.41 Their approach presents a view of 
                                                
38 Hurley (1993) vi. 
39 Pelling (2002) 283–88. 
40 O’Gorman (2011) 310. 
41 Power (2007) 222–230 addresses this issue with regard to other claims that Suetonius intended to 
compose “realistic,” individualized depictions of the emperors as men, sometimes with conflicting 
natures, cautioning that such an approach to Suetonius’ method and aim is anachronistic. For arguments 
of “realistic” depictions of the emperors, see e.g. Grant (1970) 335; Momigliano (1993) 100; Pelling 
(2002) 283–88; O’Gorman (2011) 310; Toher (2015). 
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Suetonius’ Caesars—and Suetonius’ concept of “character”—that is much different from the 
models proposed by those who argue for relatively simple, idealized characterizations of the 
emperors based on Suetonius’ concept of the imperial ideal.42 
Larry Cochran’s study attempted to deduce Suetonius’ theory of imperial personality by 
identifying salient constructs of behavior in the DVC and rating each emperor based on those 
constructs on a scale from 1 to 5.43 Cochran concluded that Suetonius’ concept of imperial 
character was “conceptually simple rather than complex” since all of the constructs were so 
closely interrelated that they could be judged variations of one another: “Emperors were divided 
into those who were good, bad, or in between, with little room for balance in judgment or 
complexity in conception. There were few alternative ways of construing emperors. They had to 
fall roughly in one direction or the opposite (or be made [to] fall) or they would be outside the 
range of his theory.”44 Wallace-Hadrill asserted that “Suetonius’ virtue and vice chapters are not 
to be understood primarily as a means of distinguishing character. The restricted range of 
categories he employs makes that almost impossible…[he measures] each Caesar against a set 
scale of criteria.”45 Keith Bradley, who immediately starts out with a decidedly negative 
assessment of Suetonius’ literary quality, calling him “second-rate” and his method “tedious,”46 
argues that “…the recurrence of the rubrics, consciously deployed, in which the behaviour of the 
emperors is reported either favourably or unfavourably, implies the existence of an ideal standard 
                                                
42 See e.g. Steidle (1951); Cochran (1980); Wallace-Hadrill (1983); Bradley (1991); Noreña (2001); 
Power (2007). 
43 Cochran (1980). Cochran utilized Kelly’s (1955) repertory grid method for his study, and was 
motivated by Rosenberg and Jones’ (1972) attempt to deduce Dreiser’s theory of personality. 
44 Cochran (1980) 199. 
45 Wallace-Hadrill (1983) 143–44. 
46 Bradley (1991) 3702. 
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of comportment outside the ‘Caesares’, against which any emperor might be 
evaluated…Suetonius set out in his work to compare the emperor’s natural disposition with the 
ideal that had been formulated by the time of writing.”47 Tristan Power made the more general 
argument that Suetonius’ depictions of character are constructed around prevailing biases of each 
Life, and that he refrains from any sort of character-development. Rather, Suetonius composed 
the Lives according to a basic moral system of virtue/vice pairs by which he judged each emperor 
in order to show who was a good ruler, and who was a bad one.48 
Methodology 
Overview 
Since much of the argument about Suetonius’ methods of characterization and success of 
character portrayal for his biographical subjects stems from the various interpretations of his 
structural arrangement, a study of characterization in the DVC calls for an approach which 
considers the interplay between the text’s structure and content. In order to analyze this interplay, 
we must recognize the reader as the interpretative intermediary between structure and content, 
and the reading process as the activity by which the reader constructs meaning for and 
understanding of the textual content.  
Cognit ive Narratology and Reader-Oriented Crit icism 
I attempt to answer the question of how textual structure can contribute to character construction 
by utilizing fields of cognitive narratology, including reader-oriented criticism and theories of 
                                                
47 Bradley (1991) 3715. Bradley uses Augustus’ Res Gestae and Pliny’s Panegyricus as blueprints for 
mapping out the imperial ideal: “In fact, the topical criteria that governed Suetonius’ organization of the 
material he compiled were not so much chosen by as imposed upon him by the contemporary ethos of the 
Principate” (3725). 
48 Power (2007) 220–311. 
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text-processing. Reader-oriented criticism garnered much attention by modern critical theorists 
during the 1970s and 1980s, and classicists have also engaged with this approach. Reader-
oriented criticism focuses on the relationships between the reader and text, as well as between 
the reader and the author. Rather than view readers as objects which passively consume 
stories/narratives/texts, the reader-oriented approach focuses on the active role which readers 
play in constructing meaning.49 This implies that the meaning of a narrative text is not static, but 
instead is constructed and defined by the reader; that each reader can construct different 
meanings of the same text; that those meanings are dependent upon the social, cultural, 
historical, and even literary contexts which form the reader’s reality.   
A reader-oriented approach necessitates a clear understanding of what we mean by 
“reader” or “audience.” Often these terms are used interchangeably with no real issue, as both 
refer to a consumer of textual (or visual) material, but when applied to the analysis of an early 
imperial Latin text we must be more cautious—or at least more deliberate in our definitions. This 
is due to the performative culture of literature in Rome, meaning that consumers of Suetonius’ 
DVC may have been readers who consumed the physical text through the cognitive processes of 
reading, or audience members who aurally consumed the orally delivered content during a live 
performance. For the purposes of this project, I have restricted the concept of “reader/audience” 
to readers of the physical text, for an important aspect of my methodology is the reader’s ability 
to review earlier portions of the text as part of the process of constructing an emperor’s 
character. For the sake of simplicity I employ the term “reader” throughout this project rather 
than “audience,” but not in the sense of Suetonius’ real, flesh-and-blood readers. Rather, any 
                                                
49 An idea pioneered by Ingarden ([1931] 1973) and developed by Booth (1961); Iser ([1972] 1974); 
Culler (1975); Jauss ([1977] 1982); Tompkins (1980); see also Gerrig and Allbritton (1990) 380, who 
apply this theory to issues of characterization.  
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reference to “reader” in this project corresponds to Peter Rabinowitz’s concept of the “authorial 
audience.” One of the four types of audiences of fictional texts which Rabinowitz identified, the 
“authorial audience” is the hypothetical audience which the author imagines as s/he composes 
the work, taking into account their general knowledge, beliefs, and familiarity with 
conventions.50 These attributes of the authorial audience can be deduced from the text itself; and 
indeed Rabinowitz explains that “since the structure of a novel is designed for the author’s 
hypothetical audience, we must, as we read, come to share, in some measure, the characteristics 
of this audience if we are to understand the text.”51 Distinguishing the authorial audience from 
the actual audience is important for any type of study which analyzes reader interaction with a 
literary text. As difficult as it would be to reconstruct how flesh-and-blood contemporary readers 
construct meaning from a text, it is impossible to make such an attempt for ancient readers, due 
to the highly subjective nature of the reading process and the partial dependence of meaning-
construction on the idiosyncratic experiences of each individual. However, we can attempt to 
reconstruct how Suetonius’ authorial audience might interact with the text and construct meaning 
from it by analyzing how the text’s elements and structure have been laid out to characterize the 
emperors. 
                                                
50 Rabinowitz (1977) 121–141. Rabinowitz distinguishes the “authorial audience” from the “actual 
audience,” the flesh-and-blood readers of the actual text. The other two types of audiences he identified 
were the “narrative audience,” which he defined as the “imitation audience” for whom the narrator writes 
or speaks and who believes that the characters of a fictional text are “real”; and the “ideal narrative 
audience,” who goes one step further and believes in and agrees with everything the narrator relates. 
Discussions of the abstract reader began with Booth’s “postulated reader” ([1961] 1983) and were 
continued and elaborated by Iser’s “implied reader” ([1972] 1974), Prince’s “lecteur virtuel” (1973: 180), 
and Eco’s “model reader” (1979). 
51  Rabinowitz (1977) 126. However, the further removed we are from the authorial audience 




My approach to character construction is based on models proposed by cognitive narratologists 
and reader response theory.52 These models focus on the interaction between the processes of 
characterization carried out by the reader (i.e. character construction) with the methods of 
characterization applied by the author or narrator in crafting the narrative. More specifically, I 
am interested in how the reader constructs a “mental model” of a character through the process 
of reading the text, using Ralf Schneider’s cognitive theory of literary character as the basis of 
my method.53 Schneider applied the theory of mental models to the construction of character, 
arguing that we should “conceive of literary character as a mental model that the reader 
construes in the reading process through a combination of information from the text and mental 
sources.”54 When applied to the process of text comprehension, the mental model theory 
proposes that readers construct meaning from the text by forming mental representations (i.e. 
mental models) of what the text is about, i.e. sequence of events, places, and people, among 
others.55 Mental models are thus based on the text’s content rather than its linguistic form, and 
                                                
52 For theories of cognitive narratology which focus on questions of character and characterization, see 
Cohn (1978); Schneider (2001); Fludernik (2003); Jannidis (2004) and (2009); Palmer (2004) and (2010); 
Zunshine (2006); Eder et al. (2010); Herman (2011), (2011a), and (2013a) Chap. 5. Much of the recent 
work in cognitive narratology stemmed from discussions of reader response theories proposed by 
Ingarden [1931] (1973); Iser [1972] (1974); Jauss [1977] (1982); Tompkins (1980); Jahn (1997). 
53 Schneider (2001). 
54 Schneider (2001) 608. 
55 Garnham and Oakhill (2014). For more information and applications of the mental model theory, see 
Johnson-Laird (1980), (1983), and (2012); Meutsch (1986); Garnham (1987). For its application to 
character studies, see Gerrig and Allbritton (1990) and Schneider (2001).  
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the process of constructing these mental models is both integrative and constructive.56 Textual 
comprehension is integrative in that readers must form links (e.g., referential, causal) between 
clauses, sentences, and paragraphs in order to fully comprehend the content. Comprehension is 
constructive in that the reader must combine textually explicit information with knowledge about 
the world in order to construct a meaningful mental model of the text’s content.57 The integrative 
and constructive aspects of text comprehension are closely related, since the reader’s background 
knowledge often contributes to the integration of textual information.58 Schneider’s explication 
of the mental model theory to character construction illustrates well the connection between 
integration and construction. Schneider explains:  
“…understanding literary characters requires our forming some kind of mental 
representation of them, attributing dispositions and motivations to them, understanding 
and explaining their actions, forming expectations about what they will do next and why, 
and, of course, reacting emotionally to them. All this happens through a complex 
interaction of what the text says about the characters and of what the reader knows about 
the world in general, specifically about people and, yet more specifically, about ‘people’ 
in literature.”59 
 
Textual comprehension is also an incremental process. As Alan Garnham and Jane Oakhill 
explain,  
“The mental model of a text constructed to a particular point forms (part of) the context 
for the interpretation of the next clause of the text. This process of interpretation changes 
the context by incrementing the model, and the new model forms (part of) the context for 
the interpretation of the next clause.”60 
 
                                                
56 These theories of the construction process of mental models were first proposed by Bransford and 
Franks (1971) and Bransford, Barclay, and Franks (1972), and then later refined by Garnham and Oakhill 
(2014).  
57 Bransford, Barclay and Franks (1972); Garnham and Oakhill (2014).  
58 Noted by Garnham and Oakhill (2014) 316. 
59 Schneider (2001) 608. 
60 Garnham and Oakhill (2014) 316. 
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Schneider’s theory of literary character does not take into account the incremental aspect of 
constructing mental models. My own analysis of character construction in Chapter 1 attempts to 
address this gap by incorporating the concept of sequential dynamics in order to determine how 
the order of the presentation of material affects the reader’s construction of a mental model for 
the subject’s character. Kenneth Ireland has provided a simple definition of sequential dynamics 
as “the textual arrangement and interplay of elements between demarcated units in a narrative.”61 
He then elaborates on how this applies to the ascription of meaning to a narrative: “Sequential 
dynamics relate...both to the manner in which sequences are arranged, in terms of overt authorial 
division of a text, and to the manner in which the reader, proceeding through the text, registers 
temporal and continuity relationships, and creates sequential ties.”62 These continuity 
relationships and sequential ties are usually analyzed by scholars in order to elucidate aspects of 
the narrative’s plot such as cause and effect rather than the construction of character.63 However, 
an analysis of the sequential dynamics of the textual material can also contribute to 
characterization by revealing characters’ motivations through the explication of their actions, but 
such revelations are rarely foregrounded in studies of character construction or characterization.  
In Chapter 2 I employ frame theory in my approach to understanding how the structure of 
the DJ affects reader comprehension and construction of Caesar’s character, i.e. the integrative 
and constructive aspects of creating a mental model. Why is this an apt model to use for this type 
of question? In general, frame theory attempts to provide a model for understanding the 
                                                
61 Ireland (2001) 15. 
62 Ireland (2001) 37. 
63 I am using the simple definition of “plot” provided by Kukkonen (2014) as “the ways in which the 
events and characters’ actions in a story are arranged and how this arrangement in turn facilitates 
identification of their motivations and consequences. These causal and temporal patterns can be 
foregrounded by the narrative discourse itself or inferred by readers” (1). 
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cognitive processes which occur when one encounters new information or situations. When 
extended to narrative studies, frame theory can be used as a cognitive model to understand how 
readers employ frames of contexts, patterns, or schemes in order to draw inferences about textual 
information which is not explicitly stated, as well as keep track of information which has been 
encountered in the text. The construction of frames by the reader thus depends to a large extent 
on the order in which information is encountered in the text. 
Frame theory was introduced by researchers of artificial intelligence during the 1970s, 
and the model developed by Marvin Minsky has come to be one of the standard starting 
definitions used by narratologists in their application of the theory to literary criticism. Minsky 
defines frame theory as:  
“When one encounters a new situation (or makes a substantial change in one’s view of a 
problem), one selects from memory a structure called a frame. This is a remembered 
framework to be adapted to fit reality by changing details as necessary.  
We can think of a frame as a network of nodes and relations. The ‘top levels’ of a 
frame are fixed, and represent things that are always true about the supposed situation. 
The lower levels have many terminals—‘slots’ that must be filled by specific instances or 
data. Each terminal can specify conditions its assignments must meet. (The assignments 
themselves are usually smaller ‘sub-frames.’)…Much of the phenomenological power of 
the theory hinges on the inclusion of expectations and other kinds of presumptions. A 
frame’s terminals are normally already filled with ‘default’ assignments.”64  
 
In this sense, Minsky’s term “frame” refers to the general knowledge which human beings 
acquire through experiences in real life, and which they can then retrieve and reference in order 
to understand new situations. Catherine Emmott categorizes the three major types of general 
knowledge as that of entities (e.g. chairs, tables), scenarios or locations (e.g. a kitchen), and 
scripts (e.g. the sequence of events that typically occur during a visit to a restaurant).65 The 
application of frame theory—in its sense of general knowledge—to the study of how readers 
                                                
64 Minsky (1979 [1975]) 1–2. 
65 Emmott (1997) 23–4. 
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process texts has allowed researchers to realize that forming basic inferences to fill in the gaps of 
unstated information is absolutely necessary for readers in order to fully comprehend a text.66  
 Minsky’s model of frame theory can be modified in order to assess how a reader might 
process and store text-generated knowledge through the creation of frames during the process of 
reading, and then retrieve those frames in order to process and understand new information 
which is encountered later in the narrative. The studies of Menakhem Perry and Emmott in 
particular are based on such a premise, and I use their methods as a starting point for my own 
analysis of the reader’s construction of “character frames,” which I discuss in more detail in 
Chapter 2.  
 In Chapter 3 I apply the reading methods from the previous two chapters to consider the 
methods of characterization and character construction in four problematic biographies: the 
Diuus Augustus, the Tiberius, the Domitianus, and the Diuus Claudius. I focus especially on the 
construction of coherence across the chronological and topical sections. 
In the Conclusion I consider what type of mental model the reader has constructed for 
Suetonius’ emperors. The interaction between textual information and the reader’s background 
knowledge also plays a role in determining whether the reader creates a mental model of a 
character that is “categorized” or “personalized.”67 The type of model depends on which process 
of impression formation the reader utilizes when confronted with information about a character. 
Schneider explains that categorization occurs if the reader uses top-down processing “to 
assimilate the target person into a structure of social knowledge stored in long-term memory.”68 
He goes on to explain how ‘individuation’ and ‘personalization’ can occur from there: 
                                                
66 See Emmott (1997) 26–31. 
67 Schneider (2001) 616–26; see also Brewer (1988) and Gerrig and Allbritton (1990). 
68 Schneider (2001) 617. 
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“If further information on the target person is encountered that requires a modification of 
the impression, a process of ‘individuation’ takes place. If no social category is available 
or if the subject is especially interested in aspects of the target person other than category 
membership, impression formation proceeds bottom up and is called ‘personalization’.”69 
 
Categorization allows the reader to process quickly and efficiently information in the text since it 
works automatically as the reader uses socially recognized categories to understand the 
character. Personalization, on the other hand, requires “careful observation of detail as well as 
successive integration of information, and it presupposes more tolerance for contradictory 
information.”70 Schneider then describes how these processes can affect mental-model 
construction:  
“Expressed in terms of mental-model construction, this means that in categorization 
readers try to establish a holistic mental model of the character early on, one in which, at 
that point, they integrate all information available from text and memory. The model will 
possess a number of well-defined features from which expectations, hypotheses, and 
inferences as well as explanations concerning that character’s behavior can be generated. 
If the reader is unable (or unwilling) to categorize, the mental model of the character will 
be less specified and leave more space for input of additional information of all sorts. 
Few or no hypotheses and inferences can be drawn from such a personalized character 
model in its early stages.”71 
 
Using the concepts of “categorized” and “personalized” characters, in the conclusion to this 
project I consider what type of mental model the reader creates for Suetonius’ emperors. These 
types of classifying character—rather than the more familiar dichotomies of flat vs. round, static 
vs. complex, typified vs. individualized—are more conducive to an approach which considers 
how readers process Suetonius’ text in order to construct character and meaning, since they take 
into account both the textual information and the reader’s application of mental sources of 
knowledge in order to construct meaning.  
                                                
69 Schneider (2001) 617. See also Gerrig and Allbritton (1990); Brewer (1988). 
70 Schneider (2001) 617. 





In his study of Plutarch’s anecdotal technique, Philip Stadter has argued that Plutarch’s 
arrangement of anecdotes influences the reader’s construction of the subject’s character. For 
example, in the Life of Alexander he noted that vivid anecdotes at the beginning of the life 
“establish major features of the hero’s ethos,”1 a technique which has also been recognized by 
Joseph Geiger in Plutarch’s Life of Cato the Younger.2 Christopher Pelling has claimed that 
Suetonius’ method of arranging his material by topics (per species) actually makes it possible to 
create the “protean complexities” of an individual’s character, complexities which are lacking 
from Plutarch’s integrated characters whose traits cluster readily together.3 This consequently 
implies that the arrangement of material, or the form of the text, influences its meaning. I argue 
that a similar technique can be found in Suetonius’ imperial biographies, an aspect of Suetonius’ 
biographical method which has not yet been examined in detail. This chapter focuses on the first 
seven anecdotes in the Diuus Iulius (DJ) through the analysis of the sequential dynamics on 
narrative form to explore how they guide the reader to construct a preliminary mental model of 
Caesar’s character early in the narrative of his biography.  
I argue in this chapter that sequential dynamics can provide an additional means by which 
we can attempt to reconstruct the process by which a reader creates a mental model of a 
                                                
1 Stadter (1996) 295. 
2 Geiger (1988) 250–254; see also Pelling (1988). The importance of initial material for establishing 
major aspects of a character’s identity has long been recognized by scholars in other fields. See e.g. Perry 
(1979) 49 on “perceptual sets”; Schneider (2001) 619.  
3 Pelling (2002) 283–288. 
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character in a narrative, particularly in a biography.4 The application of sequential dynamics to a 
text allows us to analyze the incremental process of constructing mental models by drawing 
attention to the impact of context on meaning.  
Caveat on Textual  Issues 
Since sequential dynamics focus on the structure of textual elements, including the types of 
segmentation and creation of narrative units (i.e. sentences, paragraphs, subchapters, and 
chapters),5 we must carefully define how we approach Suetonius’ text—its original form may 
have differed substantially from what editors have produced throughout the centuries. Just as the 
readers themselves have changed over time in terms of social, cultural, and literary backgrounds, 
the different texts which they encountered may have produced different models of Caesar in their 
minds. I am only one reader from a particular place and time of a specific version of Suetonius’ 
text, and all of these factors have influenced my reading. I use Robert Kaster’s (2016) critical 
edition, and this affects how I process the material. In my application of sequential dynamics to 
Suetonius’ text, I will strive to be cognizant of ancient writing and reading practices. 
The First Seven Anecdotes 
The extant narrative of Suetonius’ Diuus Iulius begins with Caesar in his sixteenth year, marked 
by his father’s death (annum agens sextum decimum patrem amisit, 1.1). Seven anecdotes about 
Caesar appear in the following sections (1–7), and since these are the first stories which appear 
in the extant version of Caesar’s life, it is worthwhile to see how they establish aspects of his 
                                                
4 A similar argument was made by Peter Garrett concerning the construction of character through 
structural elements of the text, when he compared George Eliot’s approach to character to that of 
Dickens’. He claimed that Eliot’s approach was predominantly temporal while Dickens’ was spatial 
(1969: 55–57). 
5 See Ireland (2001) 32–43 for the different types and levels of segmentation.  
26 
 
character, and if they trigger top-down or bottom-up processing for the construction of his initial 
mental model. This will determine if the reader creates a categorized or personalized model for 
Caesar.6 I examine the entire sequence of these anecdotes as they appear in the narrative in order 
to determine how their sequence and narrative context influences reader interpretation, 
application of meaning, and characterization process. I analyze the following seven anecdotes:  
1. Sulla’s dictum that in Caesar are many Mariuses (1.3) 
2. Caesar and Nicomedes (2) 
3. Caesar kidnapped by pirates (4.1–2) 
4. Caesar delivers a laudatio funebris for his aunt and wife (6.1) 
5. Divorce from Pompeia (6.2) 
6. Comparatio with Alexander the Great in Gades (7.1) 
7. Incest dream (7.2) 
 
My approach is guided by the following questions: What information about Caesar do the 
anecdotes establish, and does this information prompt categorization or personalization for the 
reader’s concept of Caesar? How is that information presented in the text, and how does that 
presentation affect reader interpretation? Further questions to be considered (in this and 
subsequent chapters) include: What can we determine about Suetonius’ implied/ideal reader 
through the gaps which require filling in by reader knowledge? Finally, what kinds of thematic 
links do these initial anecdotes establish with other anecdotes in Caesar’s Life, and across other 
Lives in the series, and to what effect?  
                                                
6 The terms are Schneider’s (2001).  
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Anecdote 1: Sul la’s bon mot  
The first anecdote in the extant version of Caesar’s life describes Sulla’s famous bon mot that in 
Caesar there were many Mariuses. This anecdote caps the first section of the extant vita,7 and so 
if we consider this section as a small, distinct narrative unit we could say the anecdote sums up 
the preceding material and grants closure to the unit. In order to appreciate fully its function, 
therefore, we need to consider its placement in the sequence of this smaller narrative unit. This 
type of sequential approach is best demonstrated by an examination of the material in sense-
clusters. Section 1 begins with a complex sentence (Iul. 1.1):   
annum agens sextum decimum patrem amisit sequentibusque consulibus flamen Dialis 
destinatus dimissa Cossutia, quae familia equestri sed admodum diues praetextato 
desponsa fuerat, Corneliam Cinnae quater consulis filiam duxit uxorem, ex qua illi mox 
Iulia nata est, neque ut repudiaret compelli a dictatore Sulla ullo modo potuit. 
 
When he was sixteen years old he lost his father, and during the following consulship, 
having previously been chosen to serve as the priest of Jupiter, and after repudiating 
Cossutia, a woman of only equestrian family but very wealthy who had been engaged to 
him while still a boy, he married Cornelia, the daughter of the four-time-consul Cinna, 
and from whom soon was born to him Julia, nor was he able in any way to be compelled 
by the dictator Sulla to divorce her.  
 
This complex opening activates numerous signals of meaning for the reader, including those of 
chronology, characterization, and textual/generic program. On the surface, however, the reader is 
immediately oriented through explicit temporal language to a specific time and event in Caesar’s 
                                                
7 It has been noted that Julius Caesar’s biography appears to be “acephalous” (Baldwin (1983) 221), 
meaning that its original opening sequence detailing Caesar’s birth, genealogy, and childhood has 
probably been lost (Kaster (2016) viii). This assessment is based on the fact that we are in fact missing the 
dedicatory inscription to Septicius Clarus, which had survived at least until the 6th century when it was 
viewed and noted by John Lydus (see Kaster (2016) viii). It is interesting, however, that Plutarch’s 
biography of Caesar also begins with his marriage to Cornelia (τὴν Κίννα τοῦ µοναρχήσαντος θυγατέρα 
Κορνηλίαν). See Pelling’s (2011) commentary. If the beginning of Caesar’s biography is indeed missing, 
then our reading must necessarily differ from Suetonius’ original audiences in terms of how we encounter 
and process the textual information.  
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young life, before continuing to encounter some personal details about Caesar, such as the name 
and family background of his first fiancée (Cossutia, equestrian rank); his own high social status 
(being chosen as flamen Dialis); the identity of his first wife, Cornelia, and father-in-law, Cinna; 
and finally the name of his first child, Julia.  
All of this comprises raw data the reader now knows about Caesar. The way in which that 
information is presented, however, influences how the reader constructs meaning from that data 
in order to begin construction of a mental model for Caesar’s character. In this example the 
chronological arrangement of the material is especially interesting, particularly when we 
consider how Suetonius’ representation of events influences the reader’s construction of the 
meaning. More specifically, the portrayal of events in the story (their sequence) adds a sense of 
causation or motivation to the reader’s reconstruction of the chronological events in the fabula.8 
At first glance Suetonius’ presentation of events seems a jumbled mess of flashbacks mixed in 
with the material’s current events, as marked by the different tenses of verbs, participles, and 
subordinate clauses. However, an examination of the sequence of clausal material illuminates the 
narrator’s design and contribution to characterization in this one sentence.  
The sentence is composed of three main clauses, each marked by a verb in the perfect 
tense with Caesar as its subject: he lost his father at sixteen years old (amisit), he married 
Cornelia (duxit uxorem), and he was not able to be compelled to divorce her (neque…potuit). 
Those are the main facts presented in the main clauses of the sentence, but the participles and 
                                                
8 The contents of the text constitute the story which the narrator tells. This story is the narrator's version 
of a series of events that occurred, and this series of events together makes up the fabula. The readers 
reconstruct the fabula based on the information which they obtain from a narrator's story. Bal (2009) 5 
and de Jong (2014) 37–38 present concise definitions of these levels, and my outline here is based on the 
latter. Genette (1980) 25–27 employed the French terms récit (story) and histoire (fabula), while Russian 
formalists refer to fabula (the raw material) and syuzhet (story). 
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subordinate clauses which interrupt the main sequence provide the reader with more information 
about the why. This is accomplished through the order in which Suetonius has composed the 
story of this narrative unit, since, as scholars have noted, succession implies causality.9 This 
becomes clear if we consider what a strictly chronological representation of the same events 
would convey when compared to Suetonius’ ordering. A chronological sequence of these events 
would look something like this:  
While still a young boy Caesar was engaged to Cossutia, a girl from an equestrian family 
but very wealthy. When he was 14 or 15 years old, Caesar was nominated as priest of 
Jupiter. Soon afterwards he lost his father when he was 16. In the following year he broke 
off his engagement with Cossutia and married Cornelia, Cinna’s daughter. They soon had 
a daughter, Julia, and Sulla could not compel Caesar to divorce Cornelia. 
 
This may represent the chronological order in which these events occurred, but the resulting 
string of events deprives the reader of any sense of characterization, because motivation is 
lacking. Why was Caesar engaged to Cossutia at such a young age? Why did Caesar break off 
his engagement with Cossutia and marry Cornelia? Why did Sulla want Caesar to divorce 
Cornelia, and why did Caesar refuse to do so?  
 Suetonius’ arrangement of these events provides some answers to these questions, and 
thus contributes to Caesar’s characterization by conveying a sense of his motivation. In this case 
Suetonius conveys Caesar’s motivations through manipulation of the sequential arrangement of 
the fabula (events as raw data) into a particular story. Let us now revisit the first sentence, 
paying special attention to how each clause or phrase builds on the previous ones to guide the 
reader’s construction of meaning. The section begins by relating that Caesar was sixteen years 
old when he lost his father, then it continues with a series of three participial phrases which are 
governed by the second main verb, duxit. Each participle has a different tense and modifier: 
                                                
9 Grabes (2013/2014) section 2; see also Chatman (1978); Kafalenos (2006); Pier (2008). 
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sequentibusque consulibus flamen Dialis destinatus dimissa Cossutia. Sequentibusque 
consulibus not only functions as a temporal clause to tell the reader when Caesar married 
Cornelia, but the verbal aspect of the participle in the present tense marks a forward-moving 
temporal shift and signifies that time passes between the death of his father and his marriage. 
However, that forward-moving temporal shift is then immediately interrupted by two participles 
which point backwards in time to some previous, unspecified moments which occurred before 
his marriage to Cornelia: Caesar had been nominated priest of Jupiter (flamen Dialis destinatus), 
and he had repudiated Cossutia (dimissa Cossutia). The next clause identifies Cossutia as a girl 
from a wealthy equestrian family who was Caesar’s fiancée from a young age: quae familia 
equestri sed admodum diues praetextato desponsa fuerat. When considered along with the 
previous information from the sentence, the information about Cossutia’s rank (familia equestri) 
and wealth (diues) simultaneously provides the reader with information about Caesar’s own 
position, and consequently it explains the reason both for his engagement to her and for reneging 
on their marriage agreement. Based on inferences from the textual information the reader knows 
that Caesar came from a family of elite social status (patrician), for he had been nominated priest 
of Jupiter (flamen Dialis), a position which could only be conferred on those of patrician rank 
whose parents had been married according to the traditional wedding ceremony of 
confarreatio.10 Caesar must have broken off his engagement with Cossutia after this nomination, 
since it also seems that the flamen Dialis was required to be married by the same ceremony, 
which was only available to patricians—and the reader learns that Cossutia came from an 
equestrian family (familia equestri). And indeed, information of their breakup follows 
                                                
10 Livy 27.8 for patrician rank; Tac. Ann. 4.16 for the ceremony of confarreatio. Here is a prime 
example of how a narrative’s meaning is actively constructed by readers and the importance of their 
sociocultural background in the construction of that meaning. 
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immediately upon the announcement of his nomination (consulibus flamen Dialis destinatus 
dimissa Cossutia), implying his nomination was its cause, and the following information about 
Cossutia’s family background corroborates such an interpretation. Suetonius hints that, even 
though they belonged to different social strata, Caesar was engaged to Cossutia because of her 
wealth (sed admodum diues), with the implication that Caesar’s own family had perhaps fallen 
into bad times (or was greedy).  
 We now have answers to the first two questions: Caesar was engaged to Cossutia for her 
money, and he broke off the engagement after he was nominated priest of Jupiter. The next 
sections tell the reader that Caesar married Cornelia, but the manner in which Suetonius presents 
this information also reveals to the reader why Caesar married Cornelia, and Caesar’s motivation 
here establishes an important aspect of his character. As Suetonius relates, Corneliam Cinnae 
quater consulis filiam duxit uxorem. Whereas Cossutia had merely been identified as coming 
from an equestrian family with no father named (familia equestri), Cornelia is identified as the 
daughter of Cinna, who himself is characterized as the four-time consul. If the information 
concerning Cossutia’s identity and wealth served to explain why Caesar was engaged to her, then 
this information about Cornelia’s family should also explain Caesar’s reasons for marrying her. 
Whereas the allure of Cossutia was rooted in her money, Cornelia’s eligibility derives from her 
father’s political status, for a man who had served as consul an exceptional four times must have 
possessed extreme political clout. To continue the comparison a little further, if Caesar was 
engaged to a wealthy woman because he needed (or sought) the money, and then broke off said 
engagement to pursue a political opportunity, i.e. the nomination for the position of flamen 
Dialis, then he must have married into a political family because he needed (more) political 
32 
 
support and influence—and only those who plan to enter into politics themselves are concerned 
with such alliances.  
 The next two clauses wrap up information from the preceding material, but also move the 
reader forward to the next narrative unit by setting the stage for potential conflict. The reader 
learns that soon afterwards Caesar has a daughter with Cornelia, whom they name Julia (ex qua 
illi mox Iulia nata est), and this information confirms the alliance between the two families while 
simultaneously informing the reader of Caesar’s ability to produce children. The movement from 
this birth announcement to the final clauses of the sentence seems to imply that Caesar’s refusal 
to divorce Cornelia could have been motivated (in part, at least) by the fact that they had a child 
together (succession implies causation). More importantly, I think, the meaning to be gathered 
from this sequence lies behind the symbolism which such a child represented, namely the 
confirmed political alliance between Caesar’s and Cinna’s families. Sulla’s antagonism to such 
an alliance therefore situates these men in opposing political camps, although at this point in the 
narrative the text has not offered any information about what those camps are, or who belongs to 
which one; all we know is that Sulla was dictator at this time (a dictatore Sulla), and that he 
opposed the alliance between Caesar and Cinna.11  
 The second sentence of section 1 is another long one, composed of four clauses which 
relate the consequences set up by the preceding clause: Caesar’s conflict with Sulla forces him to 
flee (Iul. 1.2): 
quare et sacerdotio et uxoris dote et gentilicis hereditatibus multatus diuersarum partium 
habebatur, ut etiam discedere e medio et quamquam morbo quartanae adgrauante prope 
per singulas noctes commutare latebras cogeretur seque ab inquisitoribus pecunia 
redimeret, donec per uirgines Vestales perque Mamercum Aemilium et Aurelium Cottam, 
propinquos et adfines suos, ueniam impetrarit.  
 
                                                
11 The reader’s background knowledge could supply that information. 
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Therefore, after he was fined the amount of his priesthood, and wife’s dowry, and family 
inheritance, he was considered to belong to the opposite party. As a result, he was forced 
to depart from public life, and, even though he was burdened by an ailment of quartan 
malaria, he was forced almost every single night to change his hiding place, and to 
ransom himself from spies with a bribe, until through the Vestal Virgins and through 
Mamercus Aemilius and Aurelius Cotta, his kinsmen and in-laws, he procured pardon. 
 
The subtext of this sentence relates to the political and social instabilities which resulted from 
Sulla’s proscriptions of his enemies in Rome, but rather than describe that historical event in a 
vague and impersonal manner, Suetonius focuses the reader’s attention on how it specifically 
affected Caesar. He was deprived of all property and wealth, forced to flee the city and 
continuously hide from his enemies, resorted to bribery to ransom his own life (with what funds 
is left ambiguous), until he could come out of hiding through the intercession of friends in high 
places. The causal relationship between this sentence and the preceding clause is explicitly 
marked through textual cues (quare; ut), but as far as Caesar’s characterization goes, this unit 
takes a different approach from the method we saw in our first instance in this chapter. Whereas 
in the first sentence we could see how the sequential representation of events elucidated Caesar’s 
motivations for doing those actions, thus guiding the reader in a construction of his character and 
categorization as a young patrician with political ambitions, in this second sentence the reader is 
confronted for the most part with a series of actions and events which are forced upon Caesar 
and against which he must react, rather than upon which he must decide himself. In addition to 
providing cues for a motivation-based characterization process, this sentence also engages the 
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reader’s empathy for Caesar.12 By establishing an empathic response toward Caesar, the narrator 
aligns him positively in the reader’s mind in preparation for Sulla’s intradiegetic characterization 
of Caesar in the bon-mot which follows shortly after. 
Ralf Schneider and others13 have discussed the importance of forming emotional 
connections with a character for the reader to construct an impression of that character based on 
a personalization process rather than (or, more precisely, in conjunction with) a categorization 
process. Schneider defines the personalization process (also referred to as “bottom-up 
processing”) in simple terms as occurring “…whenever the reader does not categorize a 
character, i.e., when he or she is not able or willing to apply stored structures of knowledge for 
ad hoc impression formation.”14 Some examples of how a narrator may accomplish an 
empathetic presentation of a character include: “a character may appear for the first time as being 
socially ostracized or otherwise emotionally isolated, suffering emotional or even physical 
distress.”15 Indeed, these are some of the qualities we find in Suetonius’ initial presentation of 
Caesar in these first two sentences. Suetonius elicits the reader’s empathy for Caesar by evoking 
a universal empathic response to loss and separation from one’s community, and he 
                                                
12 See especially Susan Keen’s works, including her introductory article in the Living Handbook of 
Narratology, for a more detailed discussion of narrative empathy. We should ask the question of whether 
or not “empathy” should be considered as a cultural construct. Would emotional vulnerability have 
elicited empathy from a Roman aristocratic reader of the 2nd century CE? I would argue that the events 
described in these first two sentences elicit the reader’s empathy for Caesar by evoking the universal 
empathic response to loss and separation from one’s community. An aristocratic Roman male reader of 
the 2nd century CE would have understood such loss of fortune (or at least have been able to imagine it), 
just as a modern reader today.  
13 Brewer (1988); Gerrig and Allbritton (1990). 
14 Schneider (2001) 624. 
15 Schneider (2001) 625. 
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accomplishes this by starting with Caesar’s loss of his core familial community and then 
expanding the isolation in ever widening concentric circles. First Caesar lost his father at a young 
age. The language Suetonius employs to describe the death emphasizes its consequential 
isolation: Caesar lost (amisit) his father, became separated from him, i.e., now stands alone.16 He 
is then deprived of the means to maintain his elite social standing through loss of political 
appointment (sacerdotio), his wife’s dowry (uxoris dote), and his family inheritance (gentilicis 
hereditatibus). The participle used to describe these events (multatus) appears in judicial 
contexts to denote juridical punishment through payment of a fine, the terms of which were 
designated by the ablative. The verb multare also connotes the confiscation of property of those 
who had been exiled.17 Finally, he is physically ostracized from his community (discedere e 
medio) and forced to hide in secret to protect his life. Suetonius even comments on the physical 
distress Caesar experienced through it all (morbo quartanae adgrauante)—perhaps aggravated 
by emotional distress which manifested itself as physical ailments. 
Suetonius offers no authorial comment or evaluation of these events to help guide the 
reader’s interpretation of their implications for Caesar’s character. This is a common feature of 
Suetonius’ narrative, which offers strong proof that he had high expectations for an active, 
attuned reader who could fill in the gaps. This lack of authorial evaluation therefore necessitates 
a stronger focus on how the material’s representation itself may help guide the reader in 
constructing Caesar’s character. Anecdotes provide one avenue for a narrator to illustrate a 
                                                
16 This seems to have been a common euphemism to express someone’s death (see Cic. Fam. 4.6; Tac. 
Agr. 6; Suet. Vesp. 3; Calig. 12), but it still highlights isolation through focusing on the loss of the living. 
17 While Caesar was never officially proscribed during Sulla’s regime, Suetonius’ description of these 
events strongly invokes the consequences of such practice. Cic. Tusc. 5.107 relates multare with exiles 
confiscating their property. The other instances of this term in the DVC also relate to legal or authoritative 
confiscation of property (Iul. 42.3; 70; Cl. 38.2) 
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character’s traits, but it would be a mistake to isolate these anecdotes from their textual context 
in attempts to construct that character. The anecdotes in a biography do not appear in isolation, 
rather they form part of a larger narrative about a person’s life. As Emmott has noted in her 
studies of discourse analysis, “the meaning of an individual sentence or clause is often 
influenced by the surrounding text.”18  
 The third and final sentence of section one concludes with the anecdote of Sulla’s bon 
mot (1.3): 
satis constat Sullam, cum deprecantibus amicissimis et ornatissimis uiris aliquamdiu 
denegasset atque illi pertinaciter contenderent, expugnatum tandem proclamasse—
siue diuinitus siue aliqua coniectura—uincerent ac sibi haberent, dummodo scirent 
eum quem incolumem tanto opere cuperent quandoque optimatium partibus, quas 
secum simul defendissent, exitio futurum: nam Caesari multos Marios inesse. 
 
Everyone knows that Sulla, when very friendly and distinguished men kept 
beseeching him, had denied them for a long time and they persistently continued to 
entreat him, finally overwhelmed he proclaimed—whether by divine providence or 
some other conjecture—they conquered him and could have Caesar for themselves, as 
long as they knew that the man whom they desired to be safe with such striving 
would one day be the destruction of the Optimate party which they had at one time 
defended with him: for in Caesar there were many Mariuses. 
 
The previous sentences of the section had provided examples of direct characterization—
Caesar’s social status and age. Here we have an example of a different method of direct 
characterization through the focalization of another character. For the first time in the narrative, 
Caesar is characterized through the words and judgment of another character (intradiegetic 
characterization), but the reader’s assessment of that characterization depends on her assessment 
of the character who provides that information. As Schneider has noted, such “innertextual 
evaluations” by other characters in the narrative provide another “source of positive and negative 
                                                
18 Emmott (1997) 79. Cf. Power’s (2007) comment on the anecdotes in the DVC: “In Suetonius, 
anecdotes are severed from the elements that contribute to our viewing them as anything other than signs 
of character; they are not presented as possible influences or causes for it” (220). 
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disposition towards a character,” and such character judgments will only have an effect “if the 
reader does not respond with dislike or suspicion to the character uttering the comment.”19 In the 
case of Sulla, the previous two sentences have already aligned the character Sulla against Caesar, 
while the reader has been primed to feel empathy towards Caesar. While this textual antagonism 
between the two characters should cue to the reader that Sulla’s statement is not meant to 
characterize Caesar in a positive manner, there has been no evidence in the text that Sulla should 
not be trusted. He has not been portrayed as unreliable or duplicitous in any way. So, while we 
should understand his statement as meant to paint Caesar in a negative light, there is no reason 
for us to distrust its accuracy—indeed, in a rare authorial comment Suetonius guides the reader 
toward such judgment by ruminating on the possible divine source of Sulla’s proclamation (siue 
diuinitus), thereby nodding to its veracity.  
The point of Sulla’s anecdote can only be understood if the reader understands the Marius 
connection and is capable of filling in the gaps with the implications of such a connection in 
reference to its characterization of Caesar. The text itself has offered no explicit information 
about Marius, but the reader may infer, based on characteristic parallels drawn with Caesar, that 
Marius too belonged to the political party opposite Sulla, and was active in politics not long 
before Sulla’s regime. If, however, the reader possesses no real-world or historical knowledge 
about Marius and his relationship to Sulla and Roman politics, then this culminating anecdote 
makes no sense, and consequently its characterizing function for Caesar falls flat. This fact 
provides further evidence of Suetonius’ expectations for his authorial audience. 
It is impossible to know what Suetonius’ actual readers may have known about Marius, 
but we can deduce what was enough for them to know in order to appreciate Sulla’s comparison 
                                                
19 Schneider (2001) 615. 
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of Marius with Caesar. Within the political context of this passage and Marius’ direct 
comparison with Caesar, readers would be indirectly prompted to recall Marius’ own political 
categories which aligned with what they already knew about Caesar. Foreshadowing anecdotes 
necessitate that the reader already be familiar with certain events in the subject’s life in order to 
fully appreciate the anecdote’s proleptic function, even though said anecdote may appear at a 
point in the text at which this information has not yet been divulged. In the case of Marius qua 
Caesar, the reader’s previous historical and literary knowledge of Caesar actually informs the 
characterization of Marius here, and by extension how that model of Marius then in turn 
characterizes Caesar. The primary aspects which the reader might recall about Marius include his 
campaign as a popularis, his several consulships (an unprecedented seven times), his several 
military successes with an army devoted to him rather than the Roman state, his participation in a 
civil war against his political enemies in Rome in order to maintain his own power, and his death 
very shortly after achieving his goals. Caesar’s life follows a similar pattern, and the anecdote of 
Sulla’s bon mot foreshadows this trajectory, perhaps preparing the reader to expect a certain 
“narrative of cause and effect with murder as its dramatic climax.”20 The topical arrangement of 
the second half of Caesar’s Life seems to preclude such a sequence which could depict cause and 
effect, but, as I discuss in Chapter 2, forms of non-sequential narration can also draw out causal 
links. 
What aspects of Caesar’s mental model might the reader have established thus far? We 
have noted Caesar’s political ambitions and alignment with the populares, and Sulla’s 
comparison of Caesar with Marius has contributed an initial model for the reader to use to 
                                                
20 Hurley (2014) 27–8 sees this particular type of narrative mode functioning especially in the lives of 
the assassinated emperors, e.g. Caligula, Domitian, and Nero (through his forced suicide). According to 
Plutarch (Mar. 45), Marius was not murdered by political enemies, but his death was far from exemplary. 
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construct the (potential) main events of Caesar’s political career. We thus have a general outline 
of the expected trajectory for Caesar’s career, but no real insight into his traits.  
Anecdote 2: Caesar and Nicomedes 
Allegations about Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes appear in two different sections of 
Suetonius’ narrative (Iul. 2, 49), with the latter occurrence describing in much more detail the 
various rumors being spread about the alleged affair. However, since Suetonius first describes 
the relationship in section 2 with a brief anecdote, it is worthwhile to see what kind of picture it 
paints of Caesar early on in the narrative, particularly when considered along with the other 
preliminary anecdotes at the beginning of the Life. 
Section 2 begins with information about Caesar’s early military experience (Iul. 2): 
Stipendia prima in Asia fecit Marci Thermi praetoris contubernio, a quo ad accersendam 
classem in Bithyniam missus desedit apud Nicomeden, non sine rumore prostratae regi 
pudicitiae. quem rumorem auxit intra paucos rursus dies repetita Bithynia per causam 
exigendae pecuniae quae deberetur cuidam libertino cliento suo. reliqua militia 
secundiore fama fuit, et a Thermo in expugnatione Mytilenarum corona ciuica donatus 
est. 
 
His first military service he performed in Asia in the attendance of the governor Marcus 
Thermus. When Thermus sent Caesar to Bithynia to raise a fleet, he dawdled for awhile 
with Nicomedes, not without the rumor of having prostituted himself to the king. He 
increased this rumor when, within a few days of his return, he went back to Bithynia 
under the pretext of exacting payment which was owed to a certain freedman client of 
his. His remaining military service had a more favorable reputation, and for the assault of 
Mytilene he was granted the civic crown by Thermus. 
 
The heading stipendia contextualizes this content as “military,” but this section also introduces 
an additional theme found throughout Suetonius’ biographies, namely sexual behavior.21 This 
theme is signaled throughout the section by means of textually explicit information coupled with 
inferences drawn from both textual cues and real-world knowledge.  
                                                
21 See Duff (1999) 94–7 and Stem (2012) 157 n. 52 on Suetonius’ greater interest in sexual material 
than other biographers such as Nepos and Plutarch. 
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 This section provides a great example of how important textual context is in creating 
meaning and guiding reader interpretation.22 In the first clause the reader learns that Caesar 
served his first campaign as part of Marcus Thermus’ staff. Suetonius uses the term 
contubernium to describe the professional relationship between Caesar and Thermus, and this 
specified usage of the term was fairly common and free of sexual innuendo.23 However, as the 
reader continues a sexual aspect is introduced to the context with reference to Caesar’s ruined 
pudicitia and relationship with Nicomedes: non sine rumore prostratae regi pudicitiae. This shift 
in theme through lexical means may prompt the reader to go back and re-evaluate the meaning of 
contubernium regarding the nature of Caesar’s relationship with Thermus. For contubernium can 
also be used to describe a sexual relationship with implications of concubinage,24 and such 
connotations may arise in the reader’s mind when contubernium is read in such close proximity 
with prostratae pudicitiae. Indeed, when Suetonius expands on the allegations against Caesar’s 
relationship with Nicomedes in section 49, he repeats both terms in his description of their affair: 
pudicitiae eius famam nihil quidem praeter Nicomedis contubernium laesit (“Nothing damaged 
his reputation for pudicitia except for his affair with Nicomedes,” Iul. 49.1).  
 How does this information apply to the reader’s mental model of Caesar’s character at 
this point? The content in section 1 guided the reader to infer that Caesar was a politically 
ambitious man through textual cues relating to politically advantageous marriages and links to 
Marius as a historical type of character, and she even got a glimpse (through inferences drawn 
from textual cues) of Caesar’s knack for forming advantageous relationships and ability to win 
people over to his side and gain their loyalty. For example, despite Caesar’s isolation from his 
                                                
22 See Emmott (1997) 79–81 on the importance of textual context in constructing meaning. 
23 See OLD s.v. 1. 
24 See OLD s.v. 3. 
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family, political standing, and wealth (patrem amisit; sacerdotio et uxoris dote et gentilicis 
hereditatibus multatus, 1.1; 1.2), the text either implies or explicitly states that he continued to 
receive support from loyal friends and relatives. Multiple people must have helped him hide 
from Sulla’s spies if he had to change location almost every night (prope per singulas noctes 
commutare latebras cogeretur, 1.2). Through the support of the Vestal Virgins and two close 
relatives he obtained pardon (per uirgines Vestales perque Mamercum Aemilium et Aurelim 
Cottam, propinquos et adfines suos, uenium impetrarit, 1.2). And Sulla was finally convinced 
through the beseeching of dignified friends to stop hunting Caesar (deprecantibus amicissimis et 
ornatissimis uiris, 1.3).25 The fact that Caesar was able to win the support of men who were 
amicissimi to Sulla highlights his unique appeal and ability to win people over for his own cause.  
 Read in the context of this information, the content of section 2—while introducing new 
material concerning Caesar’s character, i.e. some of his sexual behavior—also draws out this 
charismatic aspect of Caesar’s character, albeit through a different strategy. Section 2 shows the 
reader that Caesar (at least according to rumor) was not unwilling to use sex—even with foreign 
kings—for his own advantage and political advancement.26 This example of Caesar’s 
relationship with Nicomedes also establishes a thematic trend for sexual anecdotes throughout 
the biographical series, in which it is not so much the sexual behavior itself which is of interest 
for characterization, but rather the motivations behind those sexual acts which can paint the 
subject in a positive or negative light. In Chapter 2, I return to this idea and explore how the 
                                                
25 Perhaps referring to the Vestal Virgins and relatives mentioned in the preceding sentence, although in 
this case only uiri are specified.  
26 In the case of Nicomedes the sexual relationship seems to be motivated by Caesar’s orders to 
convince Nicomedes to use his own resources to raise a fleet for the Roman army (ad accersendam 
classem in Bithyniam missus desedit apud Nicomeden, 2.1). 
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topical sections which describe Caesar’s sex life in more detail (49–52) corroborate this 
interpretation.  
Anecdote 3: Kidnapped by pirates (4.1–2) 
The next anecdote is set up in a context of successive failures for Caesar in the public sphere at 
Rome. When Caesar learned of Sulla’s death he immediately returned to Rome, driven by hope 
of a new political revolution being coordinated by Marcus Lepidus (Iul. 3). However, things 
failed on that front and Caesar next attempted to bring a suit of extortion against Cornelius 
Dolabella, and having failed in that endeavor as well, decided to visit the renowned teacher of 
rhetoric, Apollonius Molonus, in Rhodes (4.1). According to Suetonius it was during this trip, 
near the island of Pharmacussa, that Caesar was captured by pirates (4.1–2): 
huc dum hibernis iam mensibus traicit, circa Pharmacussam insulam a praedonibus 
captus est mansitque apud eos non sine summa indignatione prope quadraginta dies cum 
uno medico et cubicularis duobus. [2] nam comites seruosque ceteros initio statim ad 
expediendas pecunias quibus redimeretur dimiserat. numeratis deinde quinquaginta 
talentis expositus in litore non distulit quin e uestigio classe deducta persequeretur 
abeuntis ac redactos in potestatem supplicio quod saepe illis minatus inter iocum fuerat 
adficeret. 
 
When he was crossing here in the winter months, around the island Pharmacussa he was 
captured by pirates and remained with them not without the greatest indignation for 
nearly forty days, with a single doctor and two chamber-slaves. For his companions and 
other slaves he had sent off immediately to procure the funds with which he could be 
ransomed. When they were paid 50 talents he was left on the shore and did not delay to 
launch a fleet in their wake and pursue them as they fled, and when they were brought 
under his power he inflicted on them that punishment which he had often threatened to 
them in jest.  
 
The anecdote of Caesar’s kidnapping by pirates was a particularly famous one, appearing 
in at least six other accounts, four of which pre-date Suetonius’ text.27 While the other versions 
of the anecdote focus on its finale—Caesar’s chosen method of punishment for the pirates’ 
                                                
27 Those accounts, as noted by Kaster (2016) 9, include Vell. 2.41.3; Val. Max. 6.9.15; Plut. Caes. 1.7–
2.7; Plut. Crass. 7.5; Polyaen. 8.23.1; Ps.-Aur. Vic. Vir. ill. 78.3. 
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crime—Suetonius does not yet divulge that information. If we compare Suetonius’ version of 
this anecdote with the earlier accounts, it becomes clear that Suetonius leaves out some of the 
most integral elements to this traditional anecdote. Consequently, it is possible to elucidate 
which aspects of Suetonius’ narrative are unique to him and thus function as part of his particular 
method of characterizing Caesar.28 Indeed, the pirate anecdote, just like the Nicomedes story and 
his divorce from Pompeia (Iul. 6.2, discussed below), is one which Suetonius introduces at the 
beginning of the narrative and then revisits at a later point in one of the topical sections (Iul. 74). 
The second iterations of these anecdotes usually include more information which explicitly 
characterizes Caesar’s behavior in a particular way. For example, the second iterations of the 
pirate anecdote and Caesar’s divorce from Pompeia appear in a section which describes Caesar’s 
lenient nature (natura lenissimus…Iul. 74.1–2). However, we saw above that the initial, brief 
account of Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes in section 2 did in fact establish an aspect of 
Caesar’s character, so let us see what the first version of the pirate anecdote can tell us about 
Caesar. 
Each account differs in the details of when and where Caesar was kidnapped by these 
pirates. Velleius employs the anecdote as evidence of Caesar’s “endurance in the face of danger” 
(patientia periculorum) and his actions against the pirates after his release as a “presage of his 
                                                
28 This approach can be especially useful for those anecdotes which appear across multiple, extant 
sources, since the earlier versions may contribute to the reader’s previous historical/literary knowledge of 
the subject, thus affecting initial interpretations of the new account in Suetonius. See Cohn (1999) for a 
discussion about the third level of characterizing material (what she calls “reference” material) which 
must be considered in a historical work and is not present in fiction. The pirate episode may have 
occurred between 78–75 BCE; see Butler and Carey (1927) ad loc. for information on conflicts in the 
accounts. They focus, however, on chronological discrepancies, while I am more interested in the 
characterizing functions of this anecdote which the different authors disclose. 
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future greatness” (illud referatur documentum tanti mox euasuri uiri, 2.41–42). Valerius 
Maximus tells this anecdote at the end of his section on “Change of Character or Fortune (de 
mutatione morum aut fortunae), in which he intends to persuade his readers to hope for better 
fortune for themselves, since “in watching the fortunes of others we see how splendor emerged 
from contempt and abjection” (nam cum aliorum fortunas spectando ex condicione abiecta atque 
contempta emersisse claritatem uideamus, 9 praef.). The section culminates with Caesar’s 
capture by the pirates and ransom for fifty talents. Valerius highlights the contrast between 
Caesar’s later worth and deification with this early experience of imprisonment and paltry value 
on his life (parua igitur summa clarissimum mundi sidus in piratico myoparone rependi fortuna 
uoluit), referring to Caesar twice through phrases which invoke his deification (clarissimum 
mundi sidus; caeleste numen).29 Likewise, Plutarch’s anecdote begins with Caesar’s high 
estimation of his own worth in ransom through a counter-offer to the pirates’ demands, then 
continues to display Caesar’s courage and extreme self-confidence in the face of danger, as well 
as implications of his keen ability to read people and situations, and then tailor his behavior 
accordingly.30  
Velleius and Plutarch guide the reader’s judgment about Caesar’s actions, both while in 
captivity and after his release, through textual cues. The introduction to Velleius’ narrative of 
Julius Caesar signals in no uncertain terms that he will be relating positive attributes of Caesar 
and his life, which he lays out in a list of superlatives.31 Velleius describes Caesar’s behavior in 
captivity with the pirates as such that “he inspired in them equal degrees of both respect and 
                                                
29 Val. Max. 6.9.15 
30 Plut. Caes. 1.7–2.7; Plut. Crass. 7.5 merely mentions that Caesar was captured by pirates in Asia. 
31 Caesar came from a very noble family (nobilissima), was most excellent in form (excellentissimus), 
very keen in mind (acerrimus), extremely lavish in his generosity (effusissimus), and comparable to 
Alexander the Great in the magnitude of his plans, swift victories, and patience in the face of danger. 
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fear” (apud eos gessit, ut pariter iis terrori uenerationique esset), and then illustrates that with a 
specific example of Caesar never taking off his shoes or loosening his belt, not even at night, lest 
he raise their suspicions (Vell. 2.41.3). Velleius thus provides a specific example to illustrate 
Caesar’s calculated behavior in a dangerous situation and how it affected his captors, to the 
benefit of Caesar’s well-being. Velleius marks the second part of the anecdote, which describes 
how Caesar punished the pirates, as evidence of the future greatness of such a man (illud 
referatur documentum tanti mox euasuri uiri), an obviously positive cue for the reader. Caesar’s 
swift capture of the pirates was itself extraordinary, and his quick decision to crucify them all 
was motivated by a sense of injustice from the Bithynian governor who wanted to profit from 
selling the pirate prisoners rather than order their execution. The reader comes away with a clear 
vision of Caesar as an extraordinary man, a vision which Velleius constructs for the reader with 
these explicit examples construed in a positive manner.  
Plutarch’s narrative also paints a detailed picture of Caesar in this anecdote. Plutarch’s 
characterization of Caesar in the pirate episode is more indirect and nuanced when compared to 
the accounts of Velleius and Valerius Maximus. As a result, Plutarch’s description of Caesar’s 
dealings with the pirates has been interpreted over the centuries to characterize Caesar in vastly 
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different ways.32 Plutarch’s method does indeed tease out multiple attributes of Caesar’s 
character: his keen ability to read people and a situation for his own benefit, as well as the 
discipline not only to calculate plans of action but also follow through with them.33 What 
Plutarch conveys clearly is that Caesar’s general behavior among the pirates during his captivity 
was that of disdain (οὕτω καταφρονητικῶς εἶχεν ὥστε, “he held them in such contempt that…”, 
Plut. Caes. 2.1), and he provides several examples to illustrate this.34 Such bravado might seem 
dangerous, reckless even, but Plutarch does not intend to paint Caesar as an arrogant imbecile in 
these scenes. On the contrary, these examples of Caesar’s behavior towards the pirates function 
                                                
32  Osgood (2010) 319–36 briefly discusses the various interpretations about how this anecdote 
characterizes Caesar, but his main focus lies on a close analysis of the anecdote’s historical context and 
what it can tell us about the man Caesar was at the time it started circulating. Osgood argues that while 
the biographical accounts tend to focus on how this anecdote portrays Caesar’s audacity, by considering 
its historical context we find that it also shows “not just youthful derring-do but a small, yet significant, 
step in the young man's efforts to acquire useful connections and advance his reputation, both in the 
provinces and ultimately back in Rome” (333). See Wyke (2008), especially Chapter 2 (“Audacity and 
Adventurism”), for the reception of Caesar and the pirates in Western culture. Perry’s (2009) review of 
Wyke raises some issues with her approach, and he disagrees with her assessment of Pinelli’s judgment of 
Caesar in the episode as a “disdainful tyrant” and “an imperious captain.”  
33 On Plutarch’s description of Caesar’s punishment of the pirates, Osgood (2010) summarizes, “For the 
reader of this biography, Caesar’s revenge on the pirates is the first of the many plans that, though laid 
down from the start by Caesar, dawn on their victims only too late” (321). On this episode Stadter (2014) 
surmised, “Plutarch may have wished to emphasize his decisiveness, resourcefulness, and ruthlessness to 
foreshadow the potential conqueror and dictator” (680 n. 43).  
34 See Plut. Caes. 1.7–2.7. First, when the pirates demanded a ransom of twenty talents Caesar laughed 
at them for not recognizing his true worth, then offered to give them fifty. When he would lay down to 
sleep he would send a message ordering them to be quiet. He participated in their sports and exercise with 
no great concern (ἐπὶ πολλῆς ἀδείας συνέπαιζε καὶ συνεγυµνάζετο), and anyone who did not like his 
poetry or speeches he called an “illiterate barbarian” to their face (ἄντικρυς ἀπαιδεύτους καὶ βαρβάρους). 
Finally, he often joked that he would hang them all. As a result of such behavior the pirates were all 
delighted and attributed it to simplicity and childish sport. 
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as evidence of his keen ability to read people and a situation for his own benefit. Caesar 
understands that the pirates are only interested in money—he establishes that fact at the very 
beginning of their encounter when he scoffs at their initial ransom and offers to more than double 
it. According to this reading, it naturally follows that his subsequent behavior was calculated to 
confirm in their minds that superiority which he had already proclaimed for himself in terms of 
his own monetary value.  
 In Suetonius’ first telling of this anecdote, the only explicit characterization of Caesar 
which the reader finds is that he waited out his captivity amongst the pirates “not without the 
greatest indignation” (non sine summa indignatione, Iul. 4.1). Details of his behavior are not 
described, nor any of his interactions with the pirates. His eventual punishment of his captors is 
only alluded to, which is striking since in the accounts of Velleius and Plutarch this second part 
of the anecdote plays a critical role in characterizing what type of man Caesar was—as it will do 
in Suetonius, as well, but much later in the narrative and with a different emphasis on a very 
specific aspect of Caesar’s character, i.e. his leniency. So why does Suetonius introduce the 
anecdote here, in this form, and how does it contribute to the reader’s mental model of Caesar? 
We have to approach Suetonius’ telling of this anecdote as part of the early narrative sequence of 
chronological events in Caesar’s early life rather than as a disembodied story in order to fully 
appreciate how it functions in this context.  
The pirate anecdote appears at a transitional moment in Caesar’s life, and its depiction by 
Suetonius highlights the transitory phases of both Caesar’s career and character. Caesar’s 
political aspirations in Rome have been thwarted on two sides, including one of the major 
political arenas in Rome—the law courts—when he decides to leave the city and withdraw to 
Rhodes. Suetonius introduces the anecdote by explaining Caesar’s motivations for leaving Rome 
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after Dolabella’s acquittal: Rhodum secedere statuit et ad declinandam inuidiam et ut per otium 
ac requiem Apollonio Moloni clarissimo tunc dicendi magistro operam daret (“He decided to 
retire to Rhodes in order to avoid ill-will and to take the opportunity of leisure and rest to study 
under Apollonius of Molon, a very distinguished teacher of rhetoric at that time,” Iul. 4.1). The 
language employed to describe this absence from Rome introduces implications of retirement 
from political life, a surprising step for Caesar to take so early on in his career, particularly when 
the preceding sections have been building up to represent Caesar as a politically ambitious 
individual.35 Such unambitious (but still political) language might cause the reader to pause and 
pay closer attention to the material which follows, since it seems to be setting up qualities of 
Caesar which clash with preceding information.36 Schneider describes this process as 
decategorization, which occurs if the reader:  
…encounters information that stands in direct opposition to the defining characteristics of 
the category…The impact of decategorization on the reader is considerable, because it is 
generally the case that information about events or people that does not match 
expectations leads to a rise in the level of awareness…In addition to this 
deautomatization of perception, the reader has to revise his current model of the character 
completely and enter into a new process of model construction. This kind of model 
revision invalidates most previous implicit inferences, and the failure of model 
construction draws the reader’s attention to the very construction process.37 
 
The three phrases which introduce Suetonius’ pirate anecdote function to create meaning 
on two levels. The primary textual level provides motivational information to the reader. Caesar 
was going to Rhodes (Rhodum secedere statuit) in order to avoid unpopularity after his failure in 
                                                
35 Indeed, in the immediately preceding section Suetonius has just described Caesar’s hasty return to 
Rome driven by the hopes of political revolution with Marcus Lepidus (nam Sulla morte comperta, simul 
spe nouae dissensionis quae per Marcum Lepidum mouebatur, Romam propere redit, Iul. 3).  
36 The commentary of Butler and Carey (1927) does not notice or mention these connotations of the 
language.  




court (ad declinandam inuidiam) and for peace and leisure time (ut per otium ac requiem) to 
study under Apollonius. The final two phrases establish rationale for Caesar’s departure, thereby 
offering insight to the reader about his character. Perhaps Caesar anticipated that unpopularity he 
faced in Rome might harm his chances at any future political endeavors, and taking this 
opportunity to improve his rhetorical skills after this forensic defeat seemed a logical decision. 
However, this insight into Caesar’s character is also influenced by the secondary level of 
textual inference which this particular vocabulary may activate for an attuned reader with the 
requisite literary knowledge. The verb secedere means to withdraw or go apart, but Suetonius in 
particular often uses the verb and its cognates to designate a very specific type of withdrawal, i.e. 
retirement from public into private life.38 Caesar’s physical withdrawal from Rome thus 
simultaneously signals a break from public life, behavior which does not align with the reader’s 
current mental model of Caesar’s character driven by political ambition. The reader thus 
encounters a grey area of new information about Caesar, which in turn forces reconsideration 
and perhaps even reconstruction of the previous model in order to understand how these new 
traits can be integrated into Caesar’s character. At this point in the narrative, however, it is still 
too early to form any conclusions. Consequently, Caesar’s mental model is in a state of flux, and 
the initial categorization of Caesar as a politically ambitious Marius-type may be called into 
question by the reader. 
In this episode Suetonius gives the reader information of what they need to know, but he 
does not offer any guidance of what to think about it—or what the information really says about 
                                                
38 E.g. Iul. 4; Aug. 98; Tib. 10, 39, 43, 72; Cal. 29, 50; Cl. 5; Gal. 8; Vesp. 4.  
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Caesar. Rather than explicitly connect this anecdote to a particular aspect of Caesar’s character 
just yet, Suetonius highlights its ambiguity and how much we still do not know about Caesar.39  
Anecdotes 4–7 
In the final four introductory anecdotes, Caesar is characterized as politically ambitious through 
both textually explicit ascriptions of that quality, as well as through textual cues (both intra- and 
intertextual) which guide the reader to draw inferences about this trait for Caesar. 
The concluding material of section 4 transitions from the personal pirate anecdote 
towards the international political sphere of Rome and her allies. After Caesar punished the 
pirates, “lest he seem to sit idly by while Rome’s allies were in danger” (ne desidere in 
discrimine sociorum uideretur, 4.2) during Mithridates’ raids, he went to Asia to retain the 
allegiance of those allies whose loyalty was wavering. Section 5 then brings us back to the world 
of Roman politics. Section 5 recalls Caesar’s connection with the revolutionary Marcus Lepidus 
and his failed attempts at a coup in Rome by mentioning the law proposed by Plotia and backed 
by Caesar to recall those senators who had fled Rome after the failed coup and Lepidus’ murder 
(Iul. 5.1):  
L. etiam Cinnae, uxoris fratri, et qui cum eo ciuili discordia Lepidum secuti post necem 
consulis ad Sertorium confugerant reditum in ciuitatem rogatione Plotia confecit 
habuitque et ipse super ea re contionem. 
 
He also brought about the recall of Lucius Cinna, his wife’s brother, and those who had 
followed Lepidus during the civil discord and fled to Sertorius after the consul’s death by 
an act which Plotia had proposed to the people, and he himself held an assembly on this 
matter. 
                                                
39 Indeed, I would argue that this is always Suetonius’ method when he repeats an anecdote in the 
narrative, especially if that anecdote first appears at the beginning of the story and then reappears in a new 
context in a later part of the Life—usually in one of the topical sections. We see something similar with 





This time, however, Caesar is able to accomplish change through his own political authority 
rather than civil discord. Section 5 explicitly establishes the beginning of Caesar’s legitimate 
political power in Rome as military tribune: tribunatu militum, qui primus Romam reuerso per 
suffragia populi honor optigit… (5.1). The four anecdotes which follow are informed by this 
political context. 
Sections 6 and 7 contain two anecdotal doublets—in section 6 we first read about the 
laudatio funebris which Caesar delivered at the funeral for his aunt Julia and wife Cornelia 
around 69 BCE. The second anecdote about Caesar’s divorce from Pompeia then follows 
immediately to conclude section 6. In section 7 we see Caesar visit the Temple of Hercules in 
Gades before experiencing a prophetic dream. The first anecdote in each of these doublets is 
especially interesting because they depict Caesar characterizing himself in his own words. The 
second anecdote then corroborates that self-characterization through a third party.  
The anecdote of Caesar’s laudatio funebris reads (Iul. 6.1): 
Quaestor Iuliam amitam uxoremque Corneliam defunctas laudauit e more pro rostris. et 
in amitae quidem laudatione de eius ac patris sui utraque origine sic refert: “Amitae meae 
Iuliae maternum genus ab regibus ortum, paternum cum diis inmortalibus coniunctum 
est. nam ab Anco Marcio sunt Marcii Reges, quo nomine fuit mater; a Venere Iulii, cuius 
gentis familia est nostra. est ergo in genere et sanctitas regum, qui plurimum inter 
homines pollent, et caerimonia deorum, quorum ipsi in potestate sunt reges.” 
 
When he was quaestor he gave the customary eulogies for both his aunt Julia and wife 
Cornelia when they died. In the laudatio for his aunt he also recounted their paternal and 
maternal ancestries: “The maternal lineage of my aunt came from the kings, and her 
paternal side was connected by marriage with the gods. For her mother's family, the 
Marcii Reges, are from Ancus Marcius. And the Julii, of which we are a branch, come 
from Venus. Therefore in our stock there is the sanctity of the kings, who are very 
powerful among mankind, and the reverence of the gods, to whom kings owe their 
power.” 
 
In this speech, Caesar presents his own genealogy in his own words, and in it he establishes the 
important themes of regal sanctitas, divine caerimonia, and the undeniable power of their 
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combination. As this anecdote appears near the beginning of the Life it establishes a major 
characterization of Caesar against which later information can be compared. Caesar relates that 
his lineage is exceptional and implies that his descent from both the kings and gods validates any 
claims to power he might make. 
The second anecdote in section 6 reinforces the theme of caerimonia. This passage 
relates Caesar’s divorce from Pompeia, and at the very end mentions the possible pollution of 
religious rites (Iul. 6.2): 
In Corneliae autem locum Pompeiam duxit Quinti Pompei filiam, L. Sullae neptem; cum 
qua deinde diuortium fecit adulteratam opinatus a Publio Clodio, quem inter publicas 
caerimonias penetrasse ad eam muliebri ueste tam constans fama erat, ut senatus 
quaestionem de pollutis sacris decreuerit. 
 
Moreover, in place of Cornelia he married Pompeia, the daughter of Quintus Pompeius 
and Sulla's granddaughter. Afterwards, he divorced her, since he believed that she had an 
affair with Publius Clodius. The rumor that Clodius, disguised as a woman, had 
approached her during public religious ceremonies was so prevalent that the senate 
conducted an investigation concerning the pollution of the sacred rites. 
 
The reader would notice the repetition of the term caerimonia and draw parallels between the 
two passages. As a result, the reader may interpret Caesar’s divorce from Pompeia as motivated 
by his intolerance of the calling into question his caerimonia deorum and the sanctity of his rule. 
Our reading of the laudatio anecdote thus influences the interpretation of the Pompeia anecdote 
through textual parallels, and as a result it affects how the reader characterizes Caesar. 
 A similar situation occurs in section 7, which also contains an anecdotal doublet, and the 
narrator has framed the sequence in such a way that the two events are closely connected through 
textual parallels. Therefore, we should expect our reading of the first anecdote to influence our 
understanding of the second, as we saw in section 6. This is important, because Caesar’s 
characterization in this episode depends to a large extent on how the reader interprets the 
symbolism of his incestuous dream. Caesar’s incest dream has not received much attention in 
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Suetonian scholarship. Interpretation of its relevance for Caesar’s character tends to fall into one 
of two camps, both of which concern the relationship between Caesar and power. Either the 
dream’s incestuous symbolism associates Caesar with tyrannical ambition, or it foretells Caesar’s 
destiny for power, marking him and his actions as divinely favored, and even sanctioned.40  
Let us consider both anecdotes together (Iul. 7.1–2): 
[1] Quaestori ulterior Hispania obuenit; ubi cum mandatu praetoris iure dicundo 
conuentus circumiret Gadisque uenisset, animaduersa apud Herculis templum Magni 
Alexandri imagine ingemuit et quasi pertaesus ignauiam suam, quod nihil dum a se 
memorabile actum esset in aetate, qua iam Alexander orbem terrarum subegisset, 
                                                
40 In their 1927 commentary on Suetonius’ Diuus Iulius, Butler and Carey merely note parallel accounts 
of incest dreams (in Dio 37.52.2, and 41.24.2; Plutarch’s Life of Caesar 32.9; and Herodotus 6.106–8) 
with no analysis of its meaning. The tyrannical association of incest dreams stemmed from the idea of the 
incestuous tyrant in Greek political thought, with precedents such as Oedipus and Periander of Corinth, 
tyrants who were famous for committing incest with their mothers. Herodotus, in one of the only other 
examples of an incest dream in the historical tradition, relates that Hippias, the Athenian tyrant, had such 
a dream before the Battle of Marathon (Hdt. 6.107). Based on these parallels, some scholars have seen a 
similar characterization of Caesar being activated through the incest dream (Brenk (1975); Grottanelli 
(1999)). On the other hand, other scholars have read a positive interpretation of the dream according to its 
symbolism of acquiring power, and this symbolism accords with that explained in the Oneirocritica by 
Artemidorus of Ephesus, a 2nd century treatise on dream interpretation. Artemidorus claims that incest 
dreams are “good for every leader of the mob and politician. For the mother signifies the fatherland. And 
so…the observer presides over all the affairs of the city” (ἀγαθὸν δὲ καὶ παντὶ δηµαγωγῶι καὶ πολιτευτῆι· 
σηµαίνει γὰρ τὴν πατρίδα ἡ µήτηρ… ὁ ἰδὼν πάντων προστήσεται τῶν τῆς πόλεως πραγµάτων, 1.79). 
Della Corte (1967) noted the symbolic homology of Caesar’s dream and Lucius Junius Brutus’ 
interpretation of the Delphic oracle’s response that “whoever is the first to kiss his mother will have the 
highest power at Rome,” and emphasized how this episode characterized Caesar as receptive to (rather 
than skeptical and negligent of) religion. David Wardle (2009) argues that Suetonius characterizes Caesar 
here as one who is “divinely destined to power and conscious of his destiny” (109), while at the same 
time acutely aware of and receptive to religious portents. The problem with these arguments stems from 
the tendency to conduct isolated readings of this passage, and as a result the surrounding context is often 
not carefully considered. I think a crucial possibility has been overlooked, namely that this episode may 
activate both characterizations, but its main focus is to depict Caesar’s ambition. 
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missionem continuo efflagitauit ad captandas quam primum maiorum rerum occasiones 
in urbe. [2] Etiam confusum eum somnio proximae noctis–nam uisus erat per quietem 
stuprum matri intulisse—coniectores ad amplissimam spem incitauerunt arbitrium 
terrarum orbis portendi interpretantes, quando mater, quam subiectam sibi uidisset, non 
alia esset quam terra, quae omnium parens haberetur. 
 
[1] As quaestor he was given charge of Further Spain. While there, when he was making 
the circuit of the courts to give decisions by praetorian mandate, he came to Gades. After 
contemplating a statue of Alexander the Great at the Temple of Hercules, he groaned 
aloud, almost as if he were disgusted with his own idleness since he was now at the same 
age as Alexander was when he had conquered the world, while he himself had done 
nothing memorable. Immediately after that he urgently requested to be discharged from 
office in order to seize an opportunity for greater things at Rome as soon as possible. [2] 
When he was disturbed by a dream he had on the following night that he had violated his 
own mother, the dream interpreters inspired in him the highest hopes by interpreting it as 
an omen that he would conquer the earth, since his mother (whom he had seen subjected 
to him) was actually the earth—the parent of everyone. 
 
The two anecdotes relate what happened when Caesar saw the imago of Alexander the Great at 
the Temple of Hercules, and the dream he had on the following night. The narrator frames the 
Alexander encounter as a turning point for Caesar’s career (“immediately after that he requested 
discharge to seize an opportunity for greater things at Rome”), and depicts the subsequent dream 
as subconsciously influenced by this very event. In this way Suetonius is able to convey Caesar’s 
internal ambition by having the coniectores use the same language in their interpretation of the 
dream as Caesar had used in his musings about Alexander. This is accomplished through the 
language of subjugation and world conquest. Caesar groaned that Alexander had conquered the 
world (orbem terrarum subegisset), and the dream interpreters decipher Caesar's dream as 
foretelling his mastery of the world (arbitrium terrarum orbis). The connection of subigere with 
conquering and sexual behavior, particularly rape, is explicitly emphasized in the popular song 
which Caesar's soldiers sang at his Gallic triumph, and which Suetonius quotes in section 49:  
Gallias Caesar subegit, Nicomedes Caesarem; 
Ecce Caesar nunc triumphat qui subegit Gallias, 




“Caesar conquered Gaul, and Nicomedes conquered Caesar; 
look, Caesar who conquered the Gauls now triumphs,  
but Nicomedes who conquered Caesar does not.” 
 
Cristiano Grottanelli has noted these textual parallels and identified them as participation 
in the topos of imitatio Alexandri, a method which conjures a positive connection to Alexander, 
usually through military conquest. Grottanelli takes pains to point out that Caesar’s incest dream 
is different than others of its type because it comes true exactly as interpreted—Caesar certainly 
conquered Rome—but my point is that the stated interpretation mirrors Caesar’s own reaction to 
his self-comparison with Alexander, and thus functions as an important narrative device for 
characterization. Interestingly, the only other extant example in which Caesar is explicitly 
compared to Alexander appears in Lucan’s De bello ciuili. To conclude, I would like to discuss 
how the parallels between these two passages may further inform Suetonius’ episode of the 
incest dream and how it contributes to his portrayal of Caesar’s ambition. 
Lucan opens book 10 with Caesar embarking on a katabatic journey in Egypt to see the 
tomb of Alexander the Great.41 Some aspects of Suetonius’ anecdote recall this episode in Lucan, 
particularly the emphasis placed on Caesar’s fascination with Alexander. For example, Lucan 
describes Caesar as “making the rounds” (circumit) of the temples and ancient shrines of the 
gods, and comments that he was not captured by their charm. Rather, he is goaded on by desire 
to see Alexander’s tomb (Luc. 10.15–19): 
intrepidus superum sedes et templa uetusti 
numinis antiquas Macetum testantia uires 
circumit, et nulla captus dulcedine rerum, 
non auro cultuque deum, non moenibus urbis, 
effossum tumulis cupide descendit in antrum. 
 
Undeterred… 
He visited the gods’ ancient temples—stale shrines  
                                                
41 For Lucan’s characterization of Caesar, see e.g. Helzle (1994) and Walde (2006).  
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Attesting Macedon’s former might—but took pleasure 
In nothing, not gold or godly ornaments or city walls, 
Before eagerly viewing the cavernous tomb.42 
 
Similarly, Suetonius’ Caesar had been making the rounds of court (circumisset) before coming to 
Hercules’ temple, and here too his attention is fixed on Alexander’s imago. In his description of 
Alexander (10.28–33), Lucan indirectly castigates Caesar for wishing to emulate such a man. 
Lucan describes Alexander’s legacy as one of destructive ambition, driven on by “destiny’s 
whirlwind” (fatis urguentibus actus, 10.30), and resulting in “pools of human slaughter” 
(humana cum strage ruit, 10.31) and “blood mixed in unknown rivers” (ignotos miscuit amnes, 
10.32). These characteristics of Alexander echo those which Lucan attributed to Caesar in book 
1, where Lucan describes Caesar as answering every summons of ambition or anger with the 
sword, “making advances and pressing Fortune’s favor,” “trampling everything in his way,” and 
“rejoicing in ruin” (1.146–50):  
Acer et indomitus, quo spes quoque ira uocasset, 
ferre manum et numquam temerando parcere ferro, 
successus urguere suos, instare fauori 
numinis, impellens, quidquid sibi summa petenti  
obstaret, gaudensque uiam fecisse ruina… 
 
Violent, uncontrollable—when ambition or anger called, 
He turned his hand unsparingly to the sword 
And made his advances, pressing Fortune’s favor. 
Trampling everything in his way, he rejoices in ruin… 
 
Caesar’s ambition was a defining trait of his character in the literary tradition, and in both 
Lucan and Suetonius this attribute is activated through references to spes, “hope.” We saw such a 
reference in Lucan’s description of Caesar answering summons of hope with the sword (quo spes 
quoque ira uocasset, 1.146). In Suetonius we find the first reference to spes in section 3 in 
connection with political ambition: nam Sullae morte comperta, simul spe nouae dissensionis 
                                                
42 Translations of the Lucan passages are adapted from Walters (2015). 
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quae per Marcum Leipdum mouebatur, Romam propere redit (“When he learned of Sulla’s death 
he hurried back to Rome, at the same time hoping for a counter revolution...”). Indeed, in 
Suetonius’ biographies of Nero, Otho and Vespasian the formula “spem imperii” is used to mean 
“ambition for power.”43 However, the key qualities which connect Caesar’s ambition to 
Alexander’s are their scope and association with the divine. Lucan’s Alexander was driven by 
destiny to “make so many lands be under the power of one man” (terras tot posse sub uno / 
esse uiro, 10.27–8) while Lucan’s Caesar pressed on further with each success to achieve 
supreme power.  
How then should we read the end of section 7 in Suetonius, when the dream interpreters 
inspire the “highest hope” in Caesar by interpreting his dream to foretell his destined rule of the 
world? The reader is already familiar with Caesar’s ambition from section 3 (the first reference 
to “hope” and political ambitions), and even his self-proclaimed association in section 6 with 
kings and the gods. The anecdote of Caesar gazing at the imago of Alexander provides a second 
example of Caesar’s self-characterization for the readers through his own words, in this case by 
disclosing his ambitions through comparison with Alexander. At this point in the narration, 
however, Caesar’s ambitions are still portrayed on a small scale of political success at Rome. 
The anecdote of the incest dream, on the other hand, confirms Caesar’s ambition of sections 3 
and 6, but amplifies it to world domination and connects it to a divinely sanctioned goal through 
a third party—the dream interpreters. In many ways, the order of these passages guides the 
reader sequentially from Caesar characterizing himself preemptively as entitled to power in 
Rome because of his lineage—to the expansion of those claims to include the entire world, 
making them imperial claims which, in turn, are then authorized by dream interpreters—for 
                                                




amplissima spes surely invokes imperial goals. At the end of the biography, Suetonius inserts 
another anecdote which offers further evidence of Caesar’s divine affinities and ambitions, and 
perhaps proof that his “highest hopes” were actually achieved at his death: the night before his 
murder he dreamed that was flying above the clouds and then clasping the right hand of 
Jupiter—lofty aspirations, indeed.44 
Conclusion 
The previous examples have demonstrated how narrative context guides the reader’s 
understanding of an anecdote’s implications for Caesar’s character. If we recall Jannidis’ three 
sources from which readers obtain information about a character (textually explicit ascription of 
properties; inferences drawn from textual cues; inferences drawn from real-world knowledge and 
conventions), we see that aspects of sequential dynamics contribute to the second source of 
information, i.e. inferences drawn from textual cues. Those inferences may pertain to a 
character’s motivations or psychology through such methods as recognizing causal links 
(sequentiality), or through recognizing thematic parallels through non-temporal linking (see 
Chapter 2). The implication of this, and the reading strategy it proposes, indicates that Suetonius 
did not merely slap together various anecdotes according to theme or restricted to chronology, 
but that he carefully chose and arranged material from his sources in a careful composition. I 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that scholars have noted the integral role played by 
introductory anecdotes in the construction of a character’s ethos. It is easy to see the rationale of 
such an argument when those introductory anecdotes concern events in subject’s childhood, such 
as the examples discussed by Stadter about Alexander the Great, and those concerning Cato 
                                                
44 In Chapter 2, I discuss the themes of divine connections and the supernatural in more detail, and 
show how Caesar is himself established as a category against which future emperors can be compared. 
See also Henderson (2014) 81–110. 
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discussed by Geiger.45 Such arguments also highlight (and are based on) the ancient conception 
of an individual’s “character” or nature being fixed at birth and revealed through displays of 
early childhood behavior.46  
We cannot adopt the same line of reasoning for Suetonius’ biography of Julius Caesar, 
since the material on Caesar’s birth and childhood (if it existed) no longer remains as part of the 
text, and therefore plays no part in his characterization in this way.47 I have attempted to show 
that anecdotes which appear in chronological sections of the biography can also play a large role 
in the characterization process, if one considers how aspects of sequence affect understanding 
and the processing of information for the reader. Rather than present explicit information to 
guide the reader’s interpretation of Caesar’s character in a specific way in these early portions of 
Caesar’s story (i.e. as ambitious politician, burgeoning tyrant, charismatic leader), Suetonius 
                                                
45 Geiger (1988) stresses the literary importance of these first anecdotes and how they come to function 
as leitmotifs for the rest of the biography, arguing that “these childhood anecdotes are not merely 
characteristic stories about our hero, but become foreshadowings, subtle prefigurations of other, more 
important incidents in his life” (251).  
46 See my discussion of ancient concepts of “character” in the Introduction, pp. 2–3. 
47 The claim that Caesar’s biography must have begun with introductory material concerning his birth, 
genealogy, and childhood ethos is largely based on the model which Leo (1901: 178–92) had identified in 
many of Plutarch’s biographies, and which we find on a smaller scale in the biographies composed by 
Cornelius Nepos (Geiger (1988)). Suetonius, however, does not always follow this convention, contra the 
argument which Kaster (2016) asserts that “the account of Caesar’s ancestry that (as the other uitae show) 
must have stood at the start of the life, and all the information that Suetonius had been able to glean about 
Caesar’s boyhood and early youth” (viii). Why should Caesar’s biography have begun with details of his 
ancestry when Caesar himself divulges that information during the laudatio funebris in section 6? If we 
look to the vita of Augustus for further comparison, since this biography is often hailed as the 
methodological and structural exemplum par excellence of the entire series, we are also disappointed. 
Augustus’ biography may begin with details of his ancestry, but then Suetonius disrupts expectations for 
early childhood deeds and behavior as introductory proof or foreshadowing of Augustus’ greatness by 
placing this material toward the very end of the biography (Suet. Aug. 94).  
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arranges the story in such a way so that the text gently guides the reader to construct a mental 
model of Caesar by grasping and attempting to arrange concrete attributes into a recognizable 
and comprehensive shape, which nevertheless remains somewhat nebulous around the edges of 
its final form.  
My approach in this chapter has not been guided by an interest in discovering what 
Caesar’s character traits are in these first seven anecdotes, but rather by an interest in the 
methods which Suetonius used to establish Caesar’s attributes and the processes by which these 
attributes can be excavated by readers and constructed into a mental model of Suetonius’ version 
of who Caesar was. The first anecdote of Sulla’s bon mot established Caesar’s political 
ambitions and motivations through discussions of his early marriages, while simultaneously 
evoking empathy for Caesar in preparation for Sulla’s bon mot. The bon mot itself concerned the 
political trajectory of Caesar’s actions and the potential danger which they/he pose(s) to the 
Roman state by means of an intricate circular process of characterization through previous 
familiarity with both Caesar and Marius. The Nicomedes anecdote in section 2 established the 
broad theme of sexual behavior as fair game in the vitae, including the more specific qualities 
which define the positive/neutral and negative associations of its application by each ruler: was it 
calculated behavior for political ends, or was it purely for private gratification? The Pirate 
anecdote in section 4 presented an example of decategorization by disrupting a simple 
categorization of Caesar as the ambitious politician which the reader may have formed by raising 
questions about those very ambitions through textual connotations of retreat from public life 
together with silence about his behavior and reactions to the pirates. The final four anecdotes in 
my analysis were interesting because their doublet structure functioned to create reciprocal 
contextualization of Caesar’s character and creation of meaning.  
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To return to the initial question of this chapter: How do these first seven anecdotes 
contribute to the initial construction of a mental model of Caesar? We have seen that all of them 
contribute to establishing Caesar’s motivations for political advancement. The introductory 
sequence of Caesar’s life is a politically charged chronological narrative, in which Suetonius 
manages to anchor every event and anecdote within a political context—even when discussing 
Caesar’s marriages, divorce, and dreams. In the following chapter I address how the structure of 
organizing biographical material per tempora and per species contributes to character 





Scholarship on the arrangement of material in ancient biography in general, and of 
Suetonius’ vitae in particular, mostly takes a diachronic approach and focuses on identifying 
possible predecessors or models. Few, if any, consider how the structure itself contributes to the 
narrative’s meaning, particularly in terms of character construction. It is the purpose of this 
chapter to analyze more closely the structure of the Diuus Iulius (hereafter DJ), focusing on the 
connections between chronological and topical sections through the lens of cognitive 
narratology. Specifically, this chapter considers how the chronological sections in the first part of 
Caesar’s vita connect to the topical sections of the second part in the process of characterization 
and the reader’s construction of a mental model for Caesar’s character. 
We have seen in Chapter 1 the various methods of authorial characterization which can 
be utilized and activated in chronological sequences. These included methods of indirect 
characterization through the use of sequential dynamics in which the sequence of information 
functioned to establish for the reader connections and relationships of cause and effect 
(succession implies causality), which in turn illuminated Caesar’s motivations and thus 
contributed to his characterization. By comparison, the topical sections of Caesar’s biography 
nominally contribute to his character construction through direct methods of characterization, 
whereby the author/narrator ascribes textually explicit qualities to describe the character in 
various ways—often signalled for the reader as the heading of the section. These can include 
physical descriptions (section 45), behavior in various contexts (57–9), and descriptions of 
disposition or nature (74–5). How then does the reader navigate and process this type of structure 
in order to construct a coherent mental model of Caesar? 
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In this chapter I employ frame theory in my approach to understanding how the structure 
of Suetonius’ Diuus Iulius affects reader comprehension and construction of Caesar’s character. 
Textual information can guide the reader’s construction of frames which only apply to the world 
of that text. In this analysis I address how the order of presentation influences the reader’s 
construction of meaning by focusing on the “character frames” which are established at the 
beginning of the biography, and how those initial frames interract with subsequent material 
encountered in the topical sections of the biography. I employ the term “character frame” to refer 
to the set of qualities which the reader constructs from both textually explicit information and 
inferences drawn from general knowledge about the subject of Caesar. In the sections which 
follow I apply Perry’s theories of literary dynamics and use Emmott’s model of contextual 
frames to consider how the structure of the text contributes to the reader’s construction of 
“character frames” for Caesar.  
There are two major frames established in the first few sections of Caesar’s biography 
which contribute to his characterization: 1) ambition, which I have already discussed above; 2) 
tyranny. The tyranny frame is actually composed of multiple sub-frames which overlap (or share 
data points) in their construction. These sub-frames include: 2a) Sulla/dictatorship; 2b) sexual 
behavior; 2c) supernatural. I discuss the construction of each frame in the early sections of the 
biography through localized methods of formal and thematic equivalences before moving on to 
analyze their mapping on the global scale of the entire biography through links with material in 
the topical sections, by means of repeated anecdotes and frames which have themselves been 
activated by formal or thematic repetitions. 
The major questions which I address in this chapter are: What are the methods of 
characterization (i.e. authorial characterization) in the chronological and topical sections of the 
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DJ? Additionally, how does the reader’s construction of character in the chronological sections 
differ from (and contribute to) character construction in the topical sections? How does it all 
work together for the reader to create coherence and construct a mental model of Caesar’s 
character? Finally, what type of model is it—complex, static, stereotyped, individualized? 
Using the methods of Emmott and Perry as my starting point, I consider how a reader 
might process and store text-generated knowledge through the creation of character frames 
during the process of reading, and then retrieve information from those frames in order to 
process and understand new material which is encountered later in the narrative.  
Cohesion and Coherence 
Defined from the approach of cognitive studies and theories of reader-reception, coherence in 
narratology refers to the qualities of a text which make it “communicatively effective” by having 
all of the parts contribute to an identifiable and understandable whole. In other words, readers 
can judge that “everything fits.”1 Important to these approaches is the fact that the ascription of 
coherence to a text depends on what the audience deems as relevant,2 and these qualities are 
dependent on societies, cultures, periods, and genres.3 The qualities of a text which contribute to 
its coherence are also textual—lexical repetitions mark content as relevant and informative; 
thematic unity aids in the recognition of a coherent narrative, while structural and temporal 
arrangements can facilitate or hinder the reader’s ability to comprehend or recognize coherence 
in the narrative. For example, most narratives adhere to the familiar and expected chronological 
arrangement by following a linear timeline which continues in forward progression. Any 
                                                
1 See Toolan (2011) “Coherence.” 
2 Toolan (2011) “Coherence.”  




deviations from that temporal arrangement—whether through flashbacks or prolepsis—disrupt 
the reader’s expectations and may threaten (however momentarily) the narrative’s coherence.4 
Similarly, disruptions of expected structural arrangements can impede the reader’s ability to 
maintain control over the content—even on the sentence level. Part of the trouble with assessing 
the “success” or “failure” of Suetonius’ biographical method stems from the structural 
arrangement of his material, which seems to impede a coherent development of events and 
character through chronological sequence—at least for the modern reader. How then did an 
ancient audience construct coherence from Suetonius’ structure?  
This question can be answered according to two different methods of approach. One 
possible avenue could consider the models which would have contributed to the sociocultural 
expectations of Suetonius’ audience. For example, rhetorical models, particularly political 
invective, could provide readers with the familiarity of the basic structure of topical arrangement 
of virtues and vices for character portrayal, as well as familiarity with the structures of funeral 
inscriptions and the laudatio funebris. From the text-processing approach, we must consider the 
processes which occur as part of a reader’s active comprehension of a narrative. The 
comprehension of a written text through reading is a constant, active mental process which 
involves multiple levels of cognition. Bower and Morrow provide a concise overview of the 
many cognitive steps involved in reading comprehension: 
“...recognition of words, decoding them into meanings, segmenting word sequences into 
grammatical constituents, combining meanings into statements, inferring connections 
among statements, holding in short-term memory earlier concepts while processing later 
                                                
4 Emmott (1997) discusses flashbacks in particular, and the importance of textual cues in guiding the 




discourse, inferring the writer’s or speaker’s intentions, schematization of the gist of a 
passage, and memory retrieval in answering questions about the passage.”5 
 
Facilitating these cognitive processes are the reader’s interactions with the text through various 
types of “mental representations of knowledge.”6 Frame theory can be applied to two processes 
of textual comprehension: 1) as a cognitive model to understand how readers draw inferences 
from textual cues by employing frames constructed from real-world, general knowledge, and 2) 
as a model to understand how readers keep track of information which is encountered in the text 
itself. Emmott’s work on narrative comprehension focused on how a reader monitored contextual 
information in order to track continuity and change within the fictional world. She coined the 
phrase “contextual frame” to describe the “mental store of information about the current context, 
built up from the text itself and from inferences made from the text. Contextual frames carry 
facts which are ‘episodic’ within the fictional world.”7 Emmott distinguished between “episodic” 
and “non-episodic” facts which contribute to different types of frame construction. Episodic 
facts, which only remain true for a particular context, contribute to the construction of contextual 
frames, while non-episodic facts remain true beyond the boundaries of a context in which they 
                                                
5 Bower and Morrow (1990) 44. 
6 Emmott (1997) 17. Emmott defines four types of knowledge readers use in text-processing: 1) 
General knowledge, which allows the reader to form basic inferences, deduce connections of cause and 
effect, and form inferences about the overall plot; 2) Knowledge of typical text structures (i.e. text-
schemata), which “plays an important role in the formation, tracking, and utilization of ‘text-specific’ 
representations of characters and contexts”; 3) Text-specific knowledge, which concerns “information 
which applies only within a particular text (or a related group of texts), such as accumulated knowledge 
about specific characters…”; 4) Text-specific stylistic knowledge, in which readers retain some memory 
of a text’s style and accumulate “schematic knowledge of common styles” to apply to later texts (Emmott 
(1997) 35–42). The interaction between textual information and the reader’s mental sources of 
information are integral to the text-processing approach of analysis. 
7 Emmott (1997) 121–22. 
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may first appear and contribute to the construction of “entities” such as characters and locations, 
the properties of which do not change.8 My approach takes a closer look at Emmott’s idea of the 
“entity representations” of character (John is tall, Mary is a doctor) and considers how those 
representations are constructed by the reader, and what happens to those representations if new 
information is encountered later in the text.  
Perry discussed frames as part of his work on literary dynamics in an attempt to show 
how “the ordering and distribution of the elements in a text may exercise considerable influence 
on the nature, not only of the reading process, but of the resultant whole as well.”9 Perry focused 
on the structure of a text, arguing that the order in which the reader encounters information 
directly influences interpretation of that material. Perry argued that there are two ways to 
approach and analyze the order of presentation in a text: according to the a) model-oriented 
motivation for the order of presentation, in which the ordering of the text is justified by 
“regarding the text as adhering to some order familiar to the reader” through social, cultural, and 
literary expectations;10 or according to the b) rhetorical or reader-oriented motivations, where the 
“sequence is justified through its effect on the reader; its function is to control the reading 
process and to channel it in directions ‘desirable’ for the text, so as to induce the reader to opt for 
the realization of certain potentialities…of the material… .”11 Perry goes on to argue that the 
major distinction between the two models stems directly from their different approach to frames:  
                                                
8 These entity representations therefore function like Minsky’s general knowledge frames—once a 
reader encounters that type of information and stores it as an entity representation, it remains intact within 
its frame as fixed, “top level” data which “represents what is always true about a situation” (Minsky 
(1979) 2. 
9 Perry (1979) 35. 
10 Perry (1979) 36. 
11 Perry (1979) 40. 
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“In delineating model-oriented motivations, the reader replies to question: what are the 
text’s frames of reference? The frames themselves occupy the focal point of the text’s 
‘intent.’ In sketching reader-oriented motivation, on the other hand, the focus is on the 
perception process of the text, or on the process of constructing the frames by the reader. 
Here the question to be answered is: which phenomena in the process of the 
concretization of the text by the reader does the text ‘intend’?”12 
 
Perry applied these theories to critique the critics of Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily,” which 
received widely varying reviews and interpretations, but whose critics, according to Perry, 
“ignore the functions of a text-continuum…and the reading process” in their analysis.13 I would 
argue that modern interpreters and scholars of Suetonius’ biographies have similarly missed the 
opportunity to question closely how the structure of these vitae contributes to their meaning—
perhaps that is one explanation for the veritable see-saw of their critical reception across the 
centuries.  
Non-Temporal  L inking 
How are character frames constructed by the reader? In Chapter 1 we considered the process of 
inferring connections among statements and saw how such a process creates what Bower and 
Morrow refer to as a “causal chain” which aids in the revelation of a character’s goals and 
motivations, and in turn contributes to the reader’s construction (and understanding) of that 
character.14 This type of processing is aided by temporal linking in the text. Temporal linking 
connects sentences or passages in a temporal way, and ascribes meaning to a passage by means 
of causality, since placing emphasis on the sequentiality of events draws attention to their cause 
                                                
12 Perry (1979) 42. We can think of the arguments of modern scholars like Hägg, Stuart, and Lewis as 
based on the model-oriented motivation, while the statements of ancient writers themselves (e.g. 
Xenophon) approach the work’s structure through reader-oriented motivations. 
13 Perry (1979) 64. 
14 Bower and Morrow (1990). 
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and effect.15 Readers employ general knowledge to form these causal inferences. In terms of 
character construction, sequentiality and causality reveal motivations. Another type of linking 
also contributes to narrative processing and comprehension: non-temporal linking. Rather than 
linking sentences and passages in a temporal way, non-temporal linking creates connections 
through equivalences of similarity and contrast. These equivalences can be thematic or formal. 
A thematic equivalence is “a property or a narrative function which links elements of the 
story (situations, characters, and actions).”16 A formal equivalence is “dependent on the identity 
or non-identity of two passages in terms of one of the devices that constitute the narrative.”17 
Formal equivalences are most often examined in poetics, but they can be applied to prose 
narratives, as well—especially Latin prose. Examples can include repetitions of words and lines, 
similar line length, number of syllables, clausulae, etc.18 Authors can employ equivalences across 
a localized or global scale of the narrative. 
The anecdotal doublets from sections 6 and 7 which I discussed in Chapter 1 provide 
examples of some formal equivalences through lexical repetition (caerimonia; terrarum orbis), 
and we saw how these non-temporal equivalences can influence the reader’s ascription of 
meaning to a narrative. According to Schmid, the “ascription of meaning in the reading of 
narrative texts aims to identify changes to the initial situation, as well as the logic that underpins 
them.”19 However, these determining causes and changes are rarely described explicitly in the 
                                                
15 See Chatman (1978); Kafalenos (2006); Pier (2008). 
16 Schmid (2010) 20. 
17 Schmid (2010) 20.  
18 See Jakobson (1960) and Hymes (2003) as discussed by Blommaert (2006). 
19 Schmid (2010) 21. Most scholars and narratologists accept this as the fundamental quality of a 
“narrative” text in contrast to “non-narrative” text types such as lists, essays, letters, etc. See Abbott 
(2014) for a discussion of “narrativity.” 
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text, and therefore the reader must reconstruct them through drawing on equivalences. Schmid 
continues: 
“This is because, in many cases, it is only non-temporal linking that brings temporal 
changes and their logic to the surface. Thus, in many stories, the event is not explicitly 
unfolded through each and every step, but only implied by the contrast of the initial and 
final situations. Temporal links can be identified via the interplay of non-temporal 
links…Temporal links remain fundamental in a narrative work. They are the aim of the 
reconstructive ascription of meaning, but it is often only as a result of non-temporal links 
that they reach a form accessible to reconstruction.”20 
 
We see an example of Schmid’s argument with the two anecdotes related in section 6. There, 
Suetonius combines two anecdotes which did not occur in close chronological proximity. Yes, 
Caesar delivered the laudatio funebris for his aunt and wife before he married Pompeia, but not 
immediately beforehand as the proximity and immediate succession of the two anecdotes in the 
narrative may imply. Such historical background knowledge (i.e., general knowledge) may have 
been available to many of Suetonius’ readers, but based on the textual information and sequence 
of presentation the immediate proximity of the two anecdotes does seem to imply a closer 
chronological connection. If succession can imply causation, and if a reader approaches this 
section in that way, guided by the chronological arrangement of the previous sections, it does 
seem as if some aspect of the divorce anecdote was created by/happened as a result of the 
laudatio anecdote. In fact, Suetonius reveals that aspect through the method of non-temporal 
linking in the lexical repetition of caerimonia, thus revealing Caesar’s motivation for divorcing 
Pompeia while simultaneously providing indirect characterization of Caesar for the reader. 
Similar types of non-temporal linking can be found throughout the first seven sections of 
the DJ. Some links span across multiple sections to join an early anecdote with one in a later 
section, such as the lexical repetitions in section 1 and section 7. In section 1, Suetonius 
                                                
20 Schmid (2010) 21. 
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attributed Sulla’s bon mot about there being many Mariuses in Caesar either to some divine 
inspiration (diuinitus) or some other type of conjecture (aliqua coniectura, 1.1). The related term 
coniectores next appears in section 7 in reference to the professionals who interpreted Caesar’s 
incest dream to foretell his future domination of the world. How does this formal equivalence 
contribute to the reader’s attribution of meaning for Caesar’s character? Formal equivalences can 
lead to the creation of categorical frames, which in turn aid in the identification of thematic 
equivalences. The coniectura in section 1 and coniectores in section 7 shape a categorical frame 
which foregrounds the theme of divine favor. This in turn “determines the categorical frames of 
the storyworld functioning as carriers of symbolic or symptomatic meanings.”21 Caesar’s 
relationship to the gods, both in his own self-fashioning in this biography and in Suetonius’ 
choice of anecdotes to relate, comes to play a large role in establishing the legitimacy of his 
authority in Rome—as it did for Sulla, and as it will subsequently do for the future emperors.  
How do methods of non-temporal linking contribute to the concretization of a frame? 
Formal and thematic equivalences establish and strengthen the connections of data within 
frames, as well as the frames themselves, by linking those data points in an interlocking web of 
reference points. Formal equivalences, such as lexical repetition, can identify and signal to the 
reader the existence of a thematic equivalence. Thematic equivalences are important not only for 
their role in creating a sense of thematic coherence in a narrative, but also for reinforcing frames. 
This can be accomplished on a small, localized scale within the narrative, as well as across the 
broader, global scale of the entire text.  
                                                
21 Schmid (2013) section 3.2.2. 
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Structure of the Diuus Iul ius 
We must first establish the arrangement of the material for the DJ. Based on the typical 
biographical criteria, we should expect chronological sections detailing his acts and deeds, 
followed by topical sections concerning his behavior, with anecdotes interspersed throughout 
detailing both virtues and vices. For the most part, the DJ does follow such a model—but that 
tells us nothing about how such a model contributes to character construction. Some scholars 
have commented on the general structure and how it affects meaning, but with varying 
conclusions. Donna Hurley identified a break (divisio) at section 36 which starts describing 
Caesar’s actions as dictator, then another break at section 44 for behavioral topics, ultimately 
resulting in a “narrative of cause and effect with murder as its dramatic climax.”22 She then 
extended the judgement to the rest of the series that “Suetonius chose a divisio between good and 
evil as the primary strategy by which to organize their stories.”23 Henderson divided the DJ into 
eight “chunks” of material, arguing, “In this Life, biography ‘ordered by category’ is used to 
interrupt sequential narrative, and the chief divisio (‘editorial section’) is a dramatic ‘pause 
button’.”24 By comparing the DJ with the Diuus Augustus (DA), Henderson shows how the two 
Lives stack up as diptychs in microthemes and lexical levels of organization.25 However, while 
he does note most of the thematic and lexical correspondences amongst the Lives, his approach 
does not allow him to consider the effect for the reader in constructing character. When there are 
microthemes and lexical levels of organization in one Life which are then shared, repeated, or 
disrupted in subsequent Lives, this will have an effect on the reader’s construction of character. 
This will occur as the reader encounters not only the primary text which established such 
                                                
22 Hurley (2014) 27. 
23 Hurley (2014) 28. 
24 Henderson (2014) 86–9.  
25 Henderson (2014) 94–96. 
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microthemes and methods of organization, but also as she continues her journey throughout the 
Lives, with each repetition triggering reflection, reconsideration, and perhaps reconstruction of 
judgment for previous Lives. 
I have identified the following arrangement of the material in the DJ based on the simple 
criteria of chronological vs. topical sections: Sections 1–44 are arranged in basic chronological 
order, with divisio #1 (topical sections describing Caesar’s physical conditions, nature, and 
disposition) occurring at section 45 and continuing through section 75. Divisio #2 occurs at 
section 76 with a turning point of “too much power,” which then leads into the chronological 
telling of the events leading up to Caesar’s death and its aftermath, with a brief narrative pause in 
section 81 which describes the portents which foretold Caesar’s murder. 
Chronological  Sections (1–44):  Methods of 
Characterization/Construction of Frames 
The common thread which pulls the reader along throughout the chronological sections at the 
beginning of the DJ is Caesar’s political ambition. This is not a new argument. Julius Caesar is, 
and always has been, (in)famous for his ambition. What people do not usually consider is how 
this trait has been mapped onto Caesar for readers to reconstruct as they encounter material in the 
text. Most of the textual information encountered in the first 44 sections of this biography 
contributes data to this theme—therefore we should consider “political ambition” as the first 
major character frame which the reader constructs about Caesar. The reader does encounter more 
general biographical information about Caesar in these sections, as well (genealogy and family; 
marriages; positions held; etc.), but more often than not these details are revealed in, and thus 
important for, political contexts.  
As I discussed in Chapter 1, Jannidis identified three sources of information which a 
reader uses to construct a mental model of a character: a) textually explicit ascriptions of 
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properties; b) inferences drawn from textual cues; c) inferences drawn from real-world 
conventions. Item (c) of Jannidis’ list corresponds to the “general knowledge” discussed above. 
In what follows, I will draw attention to the manner in which the reader encounters and employs 
those sources of information in sections 1–44 of the DJ to construct the initial, primary character 
frame of “political ambition” for Caesar. Throughout the discussion I will focus primarily on the 
two sources (a) and (b), with occasional remarks about (c) to the extent to which it is possible to 
do so.  
I have already pointed out how the biographical material in section 1 of the DJ has been 
contextualized to reflect political themes, but it should be noted here that the reader’s 
actualization of that political context is accomplished entirely through filling in the gaps with 
inferences drawn from background knowledge—in this case, historical knowledge about Sulla 
and Marius, as well as general knowledge about dictators and the practice of proscriptions. 
Caesar’s ambitions, portrayed in this section through the frames of marriage alliances—his 
broken relationship with Cossutia and subsequent marriage to Cornelia—are thus painted within 
the very specific framework of political advancement. 
Explicit textual references to Caesar’s ambition appear only three times in the sections 
leading up to his election as consul in section 19, all of them using forms of the term “spes.”26 
The first reference also establishes an important link between Caesar’s early ambitions and 
revolutionary upheaval. Consequently, subsequent references to revolt will now have a strong 
connection to the frame of ambition, with the result that instances or mentions of revolution and 
conspiracy—whether directly related to Caesar’s own plans or not—will activate the frame of 
Caesar’s ambition for the reader through the inferences established in section 3. 
                                                
26Iul. 3.1; 7.2; 13.1. 
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The first explicit reference to ambition appears in section 3, when Caesar quickly 
returned to Rome from Cilicia after hearing of Sulla’s death and the political revolt being led by 
M. Aemilius Lepidus. In this section, Caesar’s return to Rome is depicted as being directly 
motivated by ambitions which he thought could be realized through political revolution: spe 
nouae dissensionis quae per Marcum Lepidum mouebatur, Romam propere redit (“Hopeful 
about the revolution which Marcus Lepidus was orchestrating, he hastily returned to Rome,” 
3.1). The association of spes with ambition for rule is confirmed and expanded with a formal 
equivalence in section 7 through the interpretation of his incest dream to foretell world 
domination (coiectores ad amplissimam spem incitauerunt arbitrium terrarum orbis portendi 
interpretantes, “The dream interpreters inspired in him the greatest hope by interpreting the 
dream to portend his dominion of the world,” 7.2). The connections with ambition between 
sections 3 and 7 are also strengthened by textual repetition through references to revolt (nouae 
dissensionis, 3; ad audendum aliquid concitasset, 7.2).  
The theme of revolution builds in the following two sections (8–9). Spurred on by the 
encouraging dream, Caesar visited the Latin colonies which were demanding citizenship and 
almost incited them to revolt (ad audendum aliquid concitasset, 8), but was blocked by garrisons 
from Cilicia. Then Suetonius relates that Caesar’s next move was to try for revolution in Rome 
itself (in urbe molitus est, 9.1), and the extensive section 9 focuses on this conspiracy. At this 
point revolutions and political upheavals have been closely connected with political ambitions, 
so the reader should associate Caesar’s machinations in section 9 with motivations for his own 
advancement. 
The final explicit reference to Caesar’s political ambition in these early sections appears 
in a similar context of revolution and upheaval, though more indirectly. In section 13.1 the reader 
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learns that Caesar’s ambitions to take charge of Egypt have been thwarted (desposita provinciae 
spe), and the sections which immediately precede and follow relate instances of seditious 
behavior (Luci Saturnini seditiosum, 12.1), describe the revelation and aftermath of Catiline’s 
conspiracy (detecta coniuratione Catilinae, 14.1), and implicate Caesar’s involvement in that 
conspiracy (recidit rursus in discrimen aliud inter socios Catilinae nominatus, 17.1). Indeed, 
sandwiched between discussions of Catiline’s conspiracy in sections 14 and 17 appears a small 
but concrete example of how Caesar attempted more discrete “revolutions” through political 
maneuvering and machinations—it is not by coincidence that his accusations against Quintus 
Catulus concerning the restoration of the Capitol are described as “conspirationi” and conceived 
as such by the senators (15). 
The references to revolutionary change and upheaval (revolt, conspiracy, etc.) implicitly 
activate inferences to Caesar’s political ambition because those data points have been closely 
connected in an early part of the biography and now form part of the “ambition” character frame. 
As Perry describes, the meanings constructed at the beginning of a text create a “perceptual set” 
of information which guides subsequent interpretations—the subsequent textual stages “are, 
themselves, the outcome of whatever preceded them.”27 The most plausible explanation for this 
phenomenon concerns the “primacy effect” of receiving information. According to this theory, 
the information or message which a person receives first will directly affect the interpretation of 
subsequent information.28 Scholars still dispute the specific causes of the primacy effect, 
attributing its existence to one of three possible explanations: a) assimilative change of meaning; 
b) active discounting process; c) passive attention decrement. Perry argues that in the process of 
reading a literary text the primacy effect should be attributed to the first two explanations. The 
                                                
27 Perry (1979) 52. 
28 Perry (1979) 53 ff. See especially his discussion of Luchin’s (1957) psychological experiments. 
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examples which I have discussed above corroborate Perry’s theory—the terms relating to revolt, 
revolution, conspiracy, plot, etc. have subtly changed their meaning and been integrated under 
the umbrella of “ambition.” 
We should expect, then, that the first seven anecdotes of Caesar’s biography establish 
certain “perceptual sets” with which the reader interprets subsequent material. The main 
perceptual set concerns political ambition, as I have shown above. How does this affect 
interpretation of the subsequent material? 
Explicit references to ambition and revolution taper off after Caesar is elected consul in 
section 19, so do we have the construction of a new major character frame/perceptual set, or is 
this material further incorporated under the frame of ambition? The remaining material of the 
chronological section (1–44) continues with Caesar’s cursus honorum, so at that basic level at 
least it continues to display his ambition and success in climbing the ladder. One way to 
approach this question is to look for motivations, either explicitly stated by the narrator or 
implicitly inferred by the reader, to explain Caesar’s actions rather than just considering the 
actions themselves. 
Suetonius rarely draws explicit attention to motivations, but that is not to say he never 
uses this method. For example, we saw in section 4 that Caesar decided to leave Rome and go to 
Rhodes after his failed trial against Dolabella “in order to avoid ill-will and take this opportunity 
of leisure to study rhetoric under Apollonius of Molon” (ad declinandam inuidiam et ut per 
otium ac requiem Apollonio Moloni clarissimo tunc dicendi magistro operam daret, 4.1). 
Caesar’s actions as aedile receive a similar type of calculated qualification. After describing how 
Caesar adorned the public spaces and sponsored public shows (10), Suetonius transitions to the 
next section with the phrase, “Having thus won over the people’s favor…” (conciliato populi 
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fauore, 11.1), and this information itself then leads directly to his ultimate goal of securing Egypt 
as his province by popular vote through the tribunes (temptauit per partem tribunorum ut sibi 
Aegyptus prouincia plebi scito daretur, 11.1). The reader thus understands that Caesar’s actions 
as aedile were calculated to win popular approval for his ultimate goal of being granted charge 
over Egypt through their vote. This example shows Caesar continuing to work under the primary 
character frame of ambition, but how does Suetonius portray his actions after he achieves the 
consulship, the highest rank and top rung of the ladder? 
Ambition continues to dominate Caesar’s actions after his election to the consulship. His 
marriage to Calpurnia and engagement of his own daughter Julia are directly motivated by 
political ends, in no uncertain terms. Caesar needed to secure the votes of Lucius Piso, his 
successor to the consulship, and Pompey in order to gain the province most likely to secure for 
him wealth and triumphs (emolumento et oportunitate idoneas, sibi <et> materiam 
triumphorum, 22.1). Whereas the example we considered above framed his actions as aedile with 
the general phrase to “gain the favor of the people,” his alliances with Piso and Pompey are made 
much more explicit: Caesar no longer needs favor, but votes: socero igitur generoque 
suffragantibus (22.1). The sections which follow describe how he protected his interests in Rome 
so that he could gain success in Gaul (23–25), his continued ambitions and measures to run for a 
second consulship in absentia (26–28), the attempts by Marcus Claudius Marcellus to curtail 
Caesar’s powers (28–29), all to set the stage for civil war (30–36). Within this sequence the 
frame of ambition is referenced explicitly twice. In section 26, the tribunes’ vote to allow Caesar 
to run as a candidate for the consulship while absent from Rome so filled him with ambition that 
he spared no expense in his campaign to win favor (altiora iam meditans sed spei plenus nullum 
largitionis aut officiorum in quemquam genus publice priuatimque omisit, “Planning even 
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greater things and full of ambition he omitted no form of bribery or favor for anyone, publicly 
and privately,” 26.2). Finally, Marcellus demanded that some of Caesar’s actions in his first 
consulship should be revoked since they were carried out with the intent to further his own 
political ambitions and lacked legal sanction (quod per ambitionem et ultra praescriptum data 
esset, 28.3).  
Caesar’s ambition for rule is also posited as his main reason for embarking on civil war. 
After first declaring that Caesar’s pretext for civil war was in fact his resolution to defend the 
rights of the tribunes against encroachments by the Senate (substitit, bello uindicaturus si quid de 
tribunis plebis intercedentibus pro se grauius a senatu constitutum esset, “He resolved to defend 
the tribunes with war if the senate determined to treat harshly those who were interceding for 
Caesar’s interests,” 30.1), Suetonius presents a list of alternative motives which were being 
circulated at the time. Pompey suspected that Caesar could not afford all the extravagant 
promises he had made, and so decided to throw everything into confusion (30.2). Others thought 
he dreaded having to stand trial as a private citizen, like Milo, for his actions during his first 
consulship (30.3). Suetonius then caps the sequence with this final possibility, that Caesar had 
gained a love for power through constant exercise of it and seized this opportunity to acquire the 
authority he had desired from a young age (quidam putant captum imperii consuetudine 
pensitatisque suis et inimicorum uiribus usum occasione rapiendae dominationis, quam aetate 
prima concupisset, 30.5), citing evidence from Cicero that Caesar often quoted the following 
lines from Euripides’ Phoenician Women (524–5), which Cicero translated into Latin as: nam si 
uiolandum est ius, <regnandi> gratia uiolandum est: aliis rebus pietatem colas. Although this 
explanation for Caesar’s decision to start a civil war comes at the end of a series, its effect on the 
reader is not canceled out by the primacy effect of the first reason offered by Suetonius. Rather, 
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since its content aligns with and reaffirms the established frame of ambition which has been 
operating throughout the narrative thus far, the reader is more likely to accept this explanation as 
the most plausible, even though the other theories provided reasonable enough explanations for 
Caesar’s actions.  
There are few instances of direct characterization in these final chronological sections 
which describe Caesar’s actions after the civil war. Their main focus relates to his domestic 
reforms, as any foreign plans he was making were interrupted by his assassination. These 
sections actually function as a kind of mirror to Caesar’s earlier career which had been outlined 
in sections 1–30: where before his accomplishments and plans revolved around moving up the 
political ranks and gaining power while having to negotiate with members of the opposition, now 
Caesar faces no opposition so he can accomplish things through the mere ordering of them. 
Where before as aedile Caesar had adorned the public spaces of the city and put on shows in 
order to gain public favor to manipulate the tribunes’ voting of Egypt to him, now he plans 
projects “to adorn and furnish the city” (de ornanda instruendaque urbe…destinabat, 44.1). 
Where before he had to make calculated alliances to win votes and support to protect his 
interests, now any decision he makes takes effect immediately, as Suetonius conveys through the 
slew of third person singular verbs in these sections, all in the perfect tense29—thus echoing the 
speed with which he gained victory over Pharnaces at Pontus, which he celebrated at his triumph 
with a similar formula of verbiage (VENI VIDI VICI) to denote his swift action and success (non 
                                                
29 correxit (40); suppleuit, adlegit, ampliauit, restituit (41.1); partitus est, admisit, redegit, sustulit 
(41.2); egit, retraxit, instituit (41.3); sanxit, donauit (42.1); decreuit, distraxit, auxit, multauit (42.2); dixit, 
mouit, diremit, instituit, ademit (43.1); exercuit (43.2); 44.1 introduces a shift in tense to the imperfect 
(destinabat) followed by a series of infinitives (44.1–3), but this reflects the fact that these were Caesar’s 
future plans for the city before “death prevented” their accomplishment (mors praeuenit, 44.4). 
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acta belli significantem, sicut ceteris, sed celeriter confecti notam, “not signifying his deeds in 
the war, like the others, but how quickly he accomplished them,” 37.2). 
The rare instances of direct characterization in these sections include his new title of 
dictator (‘Caesar dictator illi tribui…’, 41.2), and the description of his administration of justice 
as “very laborious and severe” (ius laboriosissime ac seuerissime dixit, 43.1). The phrase 
“Caesar dictator” recalls the title used for Sulla in section 1 (dictatore Sulla) and thus reactivates 
the frame established at the beginning of the text for the role of dictator. In this case those 
qualities were first exhibited by and connected to Sulla (and indirectly to Marius), so the reader 
now has a chance to compare the two models: Sulla vs. Caesar (vs. Marius). Sulla is referenced 
eight times in Caesar’s biography.30 In section 1 his role as dictator is established for the reader, 
along with implicit references to the proscriptions of his political enemies. The other references 
pitch Sulla and Caesar in direct conflict with each other, even after Sulla’s death, for some of 
Caesar’s actions as magistrate are depicted as direct responses to Sulla’s previous institutions. In 
section 5 Caesar as military tribune worked to reinstate the authority of the tribunes of the people 
which Sulla had diminished (and as we find out later, Caesar’s relationship with the people who 
held this office was of integral importance to his rise to power). As aedile Caesar restored the 
public monuments of Marius’ victories over Jugurtha, the Cimbri, and the Teutones which Sulla 
had demolished many years before (11.1). This dichotomy sets up a model of Caesar 
“correcting” or replacing the aspects of Roman politics which Sulla had taken away—Caesar 
thus operates as a positive force by filling in the negative spaces which Sulla left behind. Thus 
far the narrative corroborates such a picture of Caesar’s dictatorship—most of his actions relate 
                                                
30 The only other reference to Sulla in the entire series appears in the Tiberius 59.2. 
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to positive new additions, corrections, or reinstatements rather than removals.31 I will discuss 
other aspects of the Sulla frame below, but for now it should be noted that the Sulla frame 
operates alongside Caesar’s frame, indeed helps the reader construct Caesar’s frame by 
functioning as its comparandum.  
Topical  divis io and Character 
Much like Caesar’s plans to adorn the city and expand the empire were interrupted by his death, 
Suetonius interrupts his own chronological narrative of Caesar’s dictatorship to describe his 
appearance, habits, dress, character, and conduct in times of war and peace. This marks the major 
divisio between the (semi-)chronological narrative of Caesar’s rise to power and the topical 
sections which describe in more detail his personal life and behaviors. Unlike in the Diuus 
Augustus, Suetonius does not offer the reader an explanation for this structural arrangement; he 
merely states non alienum erit summatim exponere, “it will not be amiss to relate briefly [his 
appearance, habits, dress, character…], (44.4).”32  
The topical arrangement of material spans from sections 45–79. In sections 45–75 
Suetonius for the most part follows the program he established at the end of 44, and describes in 
order Caesar’s appearance and personal habits (45–56), followed by his character in war (57–
70), and peace (73–5). Sections 76–79 provide examples of his arrogant behavior in public life as 
a precursor to the assassination in order to show that he was “justly slain” (iure caesus, 76.1). 
                                                
31 There are some exceptions, of course, but these are depicted as removals of bad or broken institutions 
rather than the curtailment of rights. 
32 In the DA he does provide a reason for this type of arrangement: proposita uitae eius uelut summa 
partes singillatim neque per tempora sed per species exequar, quo distinctius demonstrari cognoscique 
possint, “Having thus given a summary of his life, I will proceed in the following sections not according 
to chronology but rather by topic, so that they may be more distinctly shown and understood,” (Aug. 9). 
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The biography ends with a chronological account of the events leading up to Caesar’s 
assassination and its aftermath (80–89).  
It is tempting to approach this material as “before and after” the break at section 76—as 
Hurley does—but that break does not distinguish between a “good” Caesar and a “bad” Caesar. 
Rather it is a continuation of the material from section 75 about his conduct before and after the 
civil wars. The content in sections 45–75 covers a much larger range of material, crossing back 
and forth from Caesar’s early life to his generalship in Gaul to the civil wars and dictatorship. 
Unlike some of the other Lives, in which it seems an emperor went bad after gaining power, or 
became worse (Tiberius, Caligula) Caesar’s biography is not so clean and well-defined. He has 
good and bad examples from both periods of his life: before the dictatorship, during it, and even 
afterwards. 
The method of characterization in the topical sections is fairly straightforward, following 
the simple model of the narrator presenting a quality of direct characterization, such as physical 
appearance, behavior, mental disposition, or skill—usually as a heading to the section—followed 
by an exemplary anecdote or two. For example, Suetonius begins section 72 with the topic of 
how Caesar treated his friends with courtesy and affection (amicos tanta semper facilitate 
indulgentiaque tractauit), then follows with a specific example illustrating that behavior (72): 
amicos tanta semper facilitate indulgentiaque tractauit ut Gaio Oppio comitanti se per 
siluestre iter correptoque subita ualitudine deuersoriolo, quod unum erat, cesserit et ipse 
humi ac sub diuo cubuerit. 
 
He always treated his friends with such great courtesy and affection that when Gaius 
Oppius suddenly fell ill when he was accompanying Caesar on a journey through the 
forest, Caesar gave up his little lodging place (because there was only one) and he 
himself slept on the ground under the open sky. 
 
It has been common practice among Suetonian scholars to distinguish between the temporal 
qualities of the chronological sections and the topical sections in the imperial biographies, with 
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the chronological sections moving the reader ever forward in a linear sequence to the acquisition 
of power, but then the static topical sections slow down any narrative momentum. In terms of 
character building, this type of arrangement has produced different assessments, as well. 
However, none of the previous commentary on the success or failure (or even neutral judgment) 
of Suetonius’ characterization of the emperors has incorporated the theories of cognitive 
narratology and reader-response as part of their analysis. I am not arguing that the application of 
these theories will magically resolve any and all debates about the characterization of Suetonius’ 
emperors and reveal the “true nature” of his biographical method—or of his emperors. Rather, I 
hope to show that by applying these theories to Suetonius’ text we can gain a better 
understanding of Roman concepts of character and methods of characterization in biographical 
texts. 
 I have already mentioned Pelling’s assessment that this type of arrangement allows 
Suetonius to present characters with a “protean complexity” more so than Plutarch’s “integrated” 
characters.33 O’Gorman, too, discerned a positive effect from Suetonius’ arrangement (see 
above). Lewis perceived exceptional balance in the DJ between the “unbounded energies and 
ability against ruthless ambition…[the] perpetration of civil war against civilian achievements, 
private luxuria and other ‘immorality’ against literary and military skills, and finally fides and 
clementia against dominatio [before arriving] at the final verdict” that Caesar was justly slain.34 
While Hurley saw a conflict of cohesion between the thematic and chronological arrangements, 
                                                
33 Pelling (2002) 283–88. 
34 Lewis (1991) 3669. 
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Flach outright denied that Suetonius’ “filing cabinet” method and “rubric straightjacket” could 
result in any effective representation of an emperor’s character.35  
 How can we reconcile such different interpretations? While the method I am proposing 
will not reveal the definitively “correct” interpretation (due to the inherently subjective nature of 
reader-response and cognitive narratology), it does highlight the fact that the reading process is 
highly subjective. While my conclusions may not reflect those of another reader, an awareness 
and close examination of the process will reveal the intricacies which lay behind Suetonius’ text. 
Let us turn now to consider more closely the arrangement of the topical sections in the DJ in 
order to assess the material itself and the order of its encounter by the reader, how sections 
correspond to each other to create a sense of coherence, as well as any major themes and 
characteristics of Caesar which are laid out for the reader.  
First, what type of material does Suetonius include in the topical sections of Caesar’s 
biography? This is an important question to consider from a reader-response approach, since 
readers may expect to encounter certain types of content in this genre, and we should be aware of 
what those expectations might be so that we can recognize any deviations from this culturally 
accepted model.36 While a modern reader might expect the topics covered in a person’s 
biography to be unique and catered to depicting that individual’s life, for the most part the topics 
which are used in Caesar’s biography carry over to the rest of the series. As others have 
discussed, many of these topics also appear in other “life” genres and have to do with military 
                                                
35 Flach (1972) 288, 279; see also Hurley (2014) 36 for more discussion on other negative assessments 
of Suetonius’ structural methods. 
36 See Jauss (1982) on “horizons of expectations”; also Perry’s (1979) “model-oriented” motivations for 
the presentation of material in a text. Cf. Lewis’ (1991) arguments about whether or not these 
expectations would have been grounded in a common concept of “biography” per se, or techniques 
learned and used in rhetoric, particularly forensic oratory. 
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prowess, literary achievements, public works, and relationships with various subgroups.37 The 
particular behavioral qualities (virtues and vices) which Suetonius includes in the topical sections 
have also been seen to reflect the “imperial ideal” of his age,38 not necessarily the individual 
personalities of his imperial characters. However, this does not mean that a reader cannot come 
away from one of these biographies with a personalized mental model of the main character. In 
what follows I will go through the topical sections of Caesar’s biography in their presentational 
sequence, drawing attention not only to the topic of material, but also to the order of its 
presentation, as well as to the manner in which Suetonius connects each topic to its surrounding 
context in a meaningful, coherent way. The result of such an analysis will allow us to identify the 
major themes (and frames) which Suetonius employs to characterize Caesar across these 
sections. That will put us in a better position to consider in the final section of this chapter how 
the frames from the chronological sections correspond to the topical content and assess how the 
reader has been guided to interpret Caesar’s character leading up to his death. 
Physical  Appearance and Lifestyle (45–54) 
While the inclusion of physical descriptions was not unknown in ancient biographical texts, 
Suetonius was unique in that he included this type of information in every single biography in 
the series—though not always in the same place in the text. Much of the scholarship on these 
physical descriptions has focused on its relationship to the practice of physiognomy, or the 
attempt to delineate a person’s character through clues expressed in their physique.39 This is 
certainly a frame of knowledge which may have been activated for certain readers at that time, 
and so cannot be discounted as contributing to the construction of an emperor’s character by the 
                                                
37 See Lewis (1991) 3662 ff. and notes for examples. 
38 Bradley (1991). 
39 See Tatum (2014) 170 n. 42, and Power and Gibson (2014) 231 n. 2 for scholarship. 
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reader.40 I wish to draw attention to other information in these sections which has not been 
discussed in terms of character portrayal, namely the textual information which either explicitly 
characterizes Caesar in some way, or implicitly characterizes him by drawing connections to 
other parts of the text. 
Sections 45–54 describe Caesar’s forma, habitus, cultus, and mores which Suetonius 
introduced as topics at the end of section 44 (de qua prius quam dicam, ea quae ad formam et 
habitum et cultum et mores, nec minus quae ad ciuilia et bellica eius studia pertineant, non 
alienum erit summatim exponere, “Before I describe [his death], it will not be out of place to 
relate briefly the details concerning his appearance, dress, grooming, and manner of living, not to 
mention his civil and military ventures,” 44.4). Regarding his physical characteristics, we learn 
that Caesar was tall, handsome, and of good health except for the occasional fainting spells and 
nightmares toward the end of his life, as well as two epileptic episodes while on campaign 
(ualitudine prospera, nisi quod tempora extremo repente animo linqui atque etiam per somnum 
exterreri solebat. comitiali quoque morbo bis inter res agendas correptus est, 45.1). He was 
quite fastidious in his personal grooming habits, taking care to diligently shear, shave, and even 
pluck his hair, but was plagued with baldness which he hated so much that out of all the decrees 
and honors voted to him by the senate and people, he accepted none with more delight than the 
right to wear a laurel crown (45.2). His style of dress was also noteworthy: he added fringed 
sleeves to his senatorial tunic, which he wore loosely belted—prompting Sulla to warn the 
optimates that they should beware the ill-girt boy (45.3).  
                                                
40 Such practice was also used by Roman orators and rhetoricians as part of their character portrayal, so 
physical descriptions were obviously one possible avenue for hinting at a person’s character or nature for 
this society, culture, and time. See Corbeill (2004).  
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Suetonius covers all the bases of Caesar’s physical description, but in his manner of 
description he simultaneously reveals other aspects of Caesar’s character, both explicitly and 
implicitly. The explicit attributes are revealed through the adjectives and adverbs which describe 
Caesar’s grooming habits and behavior. These descriptors not only complement each other in 
this context, but they also complement attributes which the reader has already encountered in 
earlier parts of the text. The term Suetonius uses to describe Caesar’s care for his appearance 
(morosior) is interesting and rarely used in the biographical series,41 but it aligns quite well with 
the descriptors for other aspects of Caesar’s behavior in these sections: diligenter (45.2, shearing 
and shaving), iniquissime (45.2, bore his baldness), studiosissimum (46, elegant lifestyle), 
animosissme (47, collecting antiquities), assidue (48, dinner host), diligenter and seuere (48, 
domestic discipline).42 The qualities which these descriptors ascribe to Caesar relate to his keen 
attention, interest, and care—and the fact that three of the adverbs are in the superlative 
highlights Caesar’s exceptional (and perhaps excessive) nature. Compared to the chronological 
sections, in which Caesar’s actions and behavior were predominately qualified by terms denoting 
haste, eagerness, and obstinacy (usually on the extreme and excessive part of the spectrum),43 
now we encounter a different type of “excessive” behavior directed towards detail. The balance 
which Lewis perceived between the “unbounded energies and ability against ruthless 
                                                
41 It appears in only one other place throughout the series at Aug. 66 to describe Augustus’ extremely 
careful examination of his friends’ bequests to him after death. 
42 Interestingly, these adverbs only appear in the topical sections and are restricted to this context, 
falling mostly in sections 45–56. 
43 E.g. Roma propere redit (3); non sine summa indignatione (4); enixissime iuuit (5); quasi pertaesus 
suam ignauiam (7); missionem continuo efflagitauit (7); tam cupide condemnauit (12); inmoderatius (14); 
pertinacissime praestitit (16); pari festinatione (18); nec minore studio (28); summa ope restitit (29). 
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ambition…”44 pertains, for the most part, to the sections which describe Caesar’s rise to the 
dictatorship before section 45. I suggest that the energy and ambition of sections 1–45 is further 
balanced in these first few topical sections with other aspects of Caesar’s character which 
coexisted along with that early unbounded energy and ambition,45 and were complementary to 
it—as shown in the continued use of superlatives.  
Suetonius transitions smoothly from describing Caesar’s practice of domestic discipline 
(48) to detailing his sexual history and behavior (49–52), which he accomplishes through the 
“association of ideas” between the topics of adultery (adulteratam, 48) and sexual integrity 
(pudicitia, 49).46 Suetonius begins this new topic on Caesar’s sexual behavior with a lengthy 
section on the rumors of his relationship with Nicomedes, picking up the crumb which he had 
dropped back in section 4. In this second treatment of that material, the reader learns that those 
early allegations of misconduct resulted in a lasting stain on his reputation (graui tamen et 
                                                
44 See above, pg. 85. 
45 The examples in sections 45–48 jump around in chronology, some of them relating to his earlier life 
and pre-dictatorship career (Sullae dictum optimates saepius admonentis ut male praecinctum puerum 
cauerent, 45.3; habitauit primo in Subura modicis aedibus, post autem pontificatum maximum in Sacra 
uia domo publica, 46.1; Britanniam petisse spe margaritarum, 47.1; ) others pertaining specifically to his 
final years (quod tempore extremo repente animo linqui atque etiam per somnum exterreri solebat 45.1), 
and many unconnected to any specific time (fuisse traditur excelsa statura, colore candido, teretibus 
membris, ore paulo pleniore, nigris uegetisque oculis, ualitudine prospera, 45.1; circa corporis curam 
morosior, 45.1; in expeditionibus tessellata et sectilia pauimenta circumtulisse, 46; gemmas, toreumata, 
signa, tabulas operis antiqui semper animosissime comparasse, 47; seruitia rectiora politioraque 
inmenso pretio et cuius ipsum etiam puderet, sic ut rationibus uetaret inferri, 47; conuiuatum assidue per 
prouincias duobus tricliniis, 48; domesticam disciplinam in paruis ac maioribus rebus diligenter adeo 
seuereque rexit, 48). 
46 Others have already noted that Suetonius connects the topical sections in a variety of effective ways, 
most often by means of transitions through such “association of ideas” (see Lewis (1991) 3663, nn. 153–
154 for examples of different types). See also Hurley (2014) 23. 
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perenni obprobrio et ad omnium conuicia exposito, 49.1)—with the textual arrangement echoing 
this long history of disgrace and reproach by introducing the scandal at the beginning of the 
narrative and Caesar’s public career, then resuming it toward the end.  
How does Suetonius characterize Caesar in these sections? This is an important question, 
since sexual behavior becomes an important aspect of an emperor’s character in these 
biographies, and Suetonius is the first author to include this type of material.47 
Section 49 goes into more detail about the rumors which were circulating about Caesar’s 
relationship with Nicomedes, while section 50 details his relationships with well-born Roman 
women. In sections 51 and 52 Caesar’s liaisons expand outward from Roman partners to women 
in the provinces to his relationships with foreign queens. Suetonius thus sets the stage for this 
material with Caesar’s most scandalous relationship with a foreign king, then organizes the rest 
of his topic geographically, moving from Rome to the provinces to foreign kingdoms, ending in 
Alexandria with Cleopatra and disputes about the paternal origin of her son.  
In the lengthy section 49 Suetonius presents evidence of the rumors which were being 
circulated by prominent members of the community about Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes. 
Suetonius employs the mouths of others in order to characterize Caesar, much like he did with 
Sulla’s bon mot in section 1, and each one paints a negative picture of Caesar colored with 
vocabulary which should never be used to describe an upper class, male, Roman citizen: 
[Nicomedes] pedicator Caesaris (“Nicomedes, Caesar’s anal penetrator”);48 paelicem 
(prostitute); spondam interiorem regiae lecticae (“the royal bedmate”); stabulum Nicomedis et 
                                                
47 See Duff (1999) 94–7 and Stem (2012) 157 n. 52 on Suetonius’ greater interest in sexual material 
than other biographers such as Nepos and Plutarch. I discuss the more specific association of sexual 
behavior with tyrannical attributes in the final section of this chapter, pp. 120–36. 
48 See Williams (2010) 184 and 293 for this term. 
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Bithynicum fornicem (“Nicomedes’ prostitute and the Bithynian brothel”); Bithynicam reginam 
(“Bithynian queen”); cum reliquis exoletis (“along with Nicomedes’ other boy favorites”). 
Beyond that, however, no explicit value judgments are provided to guide the reader’s 
interpretation of such data.  
The heading of section 50 characterizes Caesar as pronum et sumptuosum in libidines 
(“lavish and disposed toward sexual desire”), but these are not necessarily negative terms—any 
negative or positive association would have to be inferred by the reader based on general 
knowledge and cultural expectations about sexual behavior for a man of Caesar’s age, rank, and 
public status. Indeed, in the examples which follow as evidence of Caesar’s numerous affairs 
with noble Roman women, it is not so much Caesar’s sexual history that is being highlighted, but 
rather the calculating way in which he used sex for political purposes. Suetonius relates (50.1): 
pronum et sumptuosum in libidines fuisse constans opinio est plurimasque et illustres 
feminas corrupisse. in quibus Postumiam Serui Sulpici, Lolliam Auli Gabini, Tertullam 
Marci Crassi, etiam Cn. Pompei Muciam.  
 
It is well known that he was lavish and disposed toward sexual desire and that he had 
affairs with many respectable women, including Postumia, the wife of Servus Sulpicius, 
Lollia, wife of Aulus Gabinius, Tertulla, wife of Marcus Crassus, and Mucia, Gnaeus 
Pompeius’ wife. 
 
This list presents each woman with whom Caesar had an affair within the context of her potential 
impact on political alliances, for the focus here is really on the husbands—and each of them 
played a role as a political ally or potential enemy of Caesar.49 The anecdote about Pompey 
which caps this sequence drives home the political nature of this context by specifically 
highlighting how relationships and marriages were used for political purposes (50.1): 
                                                
49 Servius Sulpicius (29.1); Marcus Crassus (9; 19; 21; 24); Pompeius (6; 19–21; 24; 26–30; 34–35; 37; 




nam certe Pompeio et a Curionibus patre et filio et a multis exprobratum est quod cuius 
causa post tres liberos exegisset uxorem et quam gemens Aegisthum appellare 
consuesset, eius postea filiam potentiae cupiditate in matrimonium recepisset. 
 
Surely, both the elder and younger Curio, along with many others, reproached Pompey 
for divorcing his wife and mother of three children to marry the daughter of the man 
whom he had often called “Aegisthus,” driven by desire for power.  
 
The other affairs outlined in sections 50.2–52 (Servilia, provincial women, foreign 
queens) provide specific examples of Caesar’s “extravagance” (sumptuosus) in his affairs, again 
complementing the qualities of Caesar’s excessive nature from the previous sections. He loved 
Servilia most of all, as evidenced by the lavish gifts he bestowed upon her, including a pearl 
worth 6 million sesterces (sexagiens sestertium margaritam mercatus est, 50.2) and discounted 
estates at public auction (amplissima praedia ex auctionibus hastae minimo addixit, 50.2). His 
affairs with Gallic women were sponsored by borrowed gold (aurum in Gallia effutuisti, hic 
sumpsisti mutuum, 51.1). His affair with the foreign queen Eunoe is defined in terms of the 
“many boundless gifts” he presented to both her and her husband (cui maritoque eius plurima et 
immensa tribuit, 52.1), but with Cleopatra he was the most extravagant: he dined with her until 
dawn, would have sailed with her to Ethiopia, awarded her with the highest honors and 
distinctions, and even allowed her to name their child Caesar—seemingly the highest honor of 
all as presented in this context (52.1).  
Suetonius’ conclusion to the topic of sexual behavior does seem to provide explicit 
direction for the reader about how to judge the previous examples and incorporate them into a 
model of Caesar’s character (50.3):  
ac ne cui dubium omnino sit et impudicitiae et adulteriorum flagrasse infamia, Curio 





Lest there be any doubt concerning his blazing infamy of impudicitia and adulteries, the 
Elder Curio in one of his speeches called him “every woman’s man and every man’s 
woman.” 
 
The key to interpetration in this context relies on how the reader processes the force of 
impudicitia and adulterium. While these terms do have innately negative connotations, readers 
do not interpret textual data in a vacuum—there always exists previous contexts which they can 
retrieve to inform their interpretation of newly encountered data. In this case, the reader has been 
primed by two earlier instances of pudicitia, “sexual integrity” (2.1; 49.1) and two earlier 
instances of adulterium (6.2; 48.1). Both instances of pudicitia are directly related to stories 
about Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes, and these contexts establish for the reader the 
purview of a man’s sexual integrity and how it can be ruined. In other words, by showing how 
Caesar’s reputation for pudicitia was “ruined” by his relationship with Nicomedes (prostratae 
regi pudicitiae, 2.1; pudicitiae eius famam…laesit, 49.1) Suetonius has defined specifically what 
he means by its opposite, impudicitia—not just “immodesty” or the vague “unnatural vice,”50 but 
more specifically being penetrated by another man.51 While this type of sexual behavior was 
certainly not condoned in Roman culture, and therefore we can assume that an ancient reader 
would interpret this as a negative quality for Caesar, it should be pointed out that Nicomedes is 
the only identifiable male partner with whom Caesar engaged in sexual activities—Suetonius 
                                                
50 Lewis and Short s.v. impudicitia I. 
51 The insults described in section 49 which others hurled at Caesar about his relationship with 
Nicomedes also reflect this type of sexual relationship, with Caesar always taking the woman’s role of 
penetrated: pedicator Caesaris (Caesar’s anal penetrator); paelex (prostitute; concubine); stabulus and 
fornix (brothel; prostitute); Bithynica regina (Bithynian queen); Nicomedes…qui subegit Caesarem 
(Nicomedes…who conquered Caesar). 
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does not present it as a habitual vice for Caesar. Rather, Caesar was more inclined to engage in 
adulterous relationships with married women.52 
The two references to adultery in previous sections of the text guide the reader to 
construct a specific frame of reference for adultery associated with Caesar in particular. The 
examples show that where Caesar was concerned, adultery represented the control and loss of 
power. In section 6 Caesar divorced Pompeia because she was suspected of adultery with Publius 
Clodius (diuortium fecit adulteratam opinatus a Publio Clodio, 6.2), and in section 74 we learn 
his reason for doing so: everyone in his household should be above even the suspicion of crime 
(meos tam suspicione quem crimine iudico carere oportere, 74.2). Caesar’s actions against a 
favorite freedman in section 48 had already illustrated that this expectation extended to his 
household staff, as well—libertum gratissimum ob adulteratam equitis Romani uxorem, quamuis 
mullo querente, capitali poena adfecerit, “He sentenced to death a favorite freedman for 
committing adultery with the wife of an eques, even though no one made an official complaint,” 
48). These examples of Caesar’s reactions against those in his household who had committed 
adultery inform the reader’s interpretation of his own engagement in similar types of 
relationships. Caesar’s affairs were not simply a matter of having a large sexual appetite—his 
particular taste seems to have been for married women, and his own intolerance of adultery in his 
household reveals his understanding of the power mechanics at play in these relationships. 
Adulterers gain power at the expense of the cuckolded partner.  
The next two sections (53–54) vacillate between two other types of extreme behavior: 
parsimony and excessive spending. The transition from extravagant sexual inclinations to 
alcholic moderation in section 53 is accomplished through association by contrast rather than 
                                                
52 I discuss how the Nicomedes affair contributes to Caesar’s sexual character frame in more detail 
below, pp. 124–8. 
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similarity, like we saw in the transition from section 48 to 49. Suetonius then connects the topic 
of moderate drinking to the seemingly disparate topic of lavish spending in section 54 by 
switching the expected modifier for each. He presents Caesar as uini parcissimus (53) and 
maintaining abstinentia neque in imperiis neque in magistratibus (54). Normally one might 
expect someone to practice abstinentia from alcohol and be parcissimus with money.53 Such 
cross assocation creates a link between two topics which might otherwise seem disconnected and 
random. In terms of content and characterization, Caesar’s sobriety is a positive quailty, marked 
by the concession which begins the section that “not even his enemies denied that he drank wine 
very moderately” (Vini parcissimum ne inimici quidem negauerunt, 53.1). His moderate drinking 
is also depicted as remarkable specifically within the context of political revolution, which in 
turn provides implicit commentary on Caesar’s abilities and the type of success he accomplished, 
for he was the “only man who attempted to overthrow the republic sober,” (unum ex omnibus 
Caesarem ad euertendam rem publicam sobrium accessisse , 53.1). 
The positive attributes of section 53 are then balanced by more negative qualities in 
section 54 as Suetonius details Caesar’s lack of abstinentia in money matters. By framing 
Caesar’s handling of money as a lack of abstinentia, or self-restraint, Suetonius imbues Caesar’s 
behavior with the additional quality of greed—and many of the examples which follow echo 
similar behavior and crimes committed by Verres during his governorship of Sicily, laid out in 
detail by Cicero in the orations In Verrem.54 We are told that in Spain and Gaul Caesar pillaged 
friendly or rich towns, plundered temples, stole gold from the Capitol, sold alliances for cash, 
                                                
53 While parcus can mean “sparing in any thing” (Lewis and Short I), it is often used in the context of 
expenditures. See Suet. Tib. 46 and Tac. H. 1.49 for usage with pecunia. 
54 This type of behavior also falls under the scope of the “tyrant trope” or frame, and I will discuss that 
aspect of it in more detail below, pp. 110–18. 
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and used this robbery and sacrilege to finance his army and triumphs (54.1–3). All of this 
presents Caesar in a very negative light, especially when considered as a standalone set of 
examples for his character. All of these actions appear to pile up in succession with no break in 
time or rest from crime, and as a result it comes across as constant, habitual behavior. However, 
most of the examples Suetonius provides in section 54 have already appeared in earlier sections 
of the narrative—or at least their contexts have been established—but with no reference to or 
direct connection with this kind of objectionable behavior.55 This may trigger what Perry refers 
to as “retrospective action in the reading process,” in which the reader encounters new 
information which seems relevant to material from earlier stages in the narrative.56 As a result, 
the reader will revisit the earlier material and either create “retrospective additional patterning” 
or “re-patterning.” Additional patterning occurs when the new material fills out or extends 
previously constructed frames, while re-patterning results in the cancellation of a previously 
constructed frame in order to replace it with another. There are two possible causes of re-
patterning: 1) the new information poses a direct contradiction to the data which formed the 
previous frame; 2) the new information does not pose a direct contradiction, but rather the 
possibility “to construct a new frame that can motivate all the items more successfully than the 
old one.”57 In the case of Caesar’s behavior in section 54, the new information may cause the 
reader to revisit previous material which mentioned these campaigns and reassess their 
contribution to a frame of Caesar’s character.  
  If one goes back to the early chronological sections of Caesar’s vita with this new 
information in mind, an additional frame of character motivation emerges alongside that of 
                                                
55 18 (Spain); 24 (Gaul). 
56 Perry (1979) 58 ff. 
57 Perry (1979) 60. 
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ambition—the acquisition of wealth. Indeed, the textual cues were there all along for the reader 
to pick up, but since the first sections of the text primed the reader to be particularly receptive to 
political themes, the references to money may have been overlooked.58 The content in section 54 
brings those monetary concerns to the forefront, and so a retrospective reading of earlier material 
will now pick up on those themes as well.  
Literary and Mil itary Qualit ies (55–70) 
Suetonius transitions from negative examples of Caesar’s greed to his extremely positive 
aptitude in the rhetorical, literary, and military arts: eloquentia militarique re aut aequauit 
praestantissimorum gloriam aut excessit, “In eloquence and military affairs Caesar either 
equaled or surpassed the renown of the most distinguished men in these fields” (55). It is not 
readily evident from the surrounding textual context why Suetonius transitions from rapacious 
greed to eloquence, or even why he pairs eloquence with military achievements—apart from the 
fact that Caesar’s skill in both was often remarked upon as exceptional, since men in Roman 
public life tended to make a name for themselves in either of the two spheres rather than both.59  
                                                
58 References to money or Caesar’s concern with finances occur throughout sections 1–44, often in 
connection with political decisions or maneuvers: 1.1; 2; 4; 10; 13; 18; 19; 22; 23; 24; 26; 27; 28; 29; 30; 
37; 38; 39. 
59 Cf. Plutarch’s remarks at Caes. 3.1–2 that Caesar’s natural talents and proclivity placed him second 
rank in oratorical skill, since his political and military ambitions prevented him from achieving first rank: 
λέγεται δὲ καὶ φῦναι πρὸς λόγους πολιτικοὺς ὁ Καῖσαρ ἄριστα, καὶδιαπονῆσαι φιλοτιµότατα τὴν φύσιν, 
ὡς τὰ δευτερεῖα µὲν ἀδηρίτως ἔχειν, τὸ δὲπρωτεῖον, ὅπωςτῇ δυνάµει καὶ τοῖς ὅπλοις πρῶτος εἴη µᾶλλον 
ἀσχοληθείς, ἀφεῖναι, πρὸς ὅπερ ἡ φύσις ὑφηγεῖτο τῆς ἐν τῷ λέγειν δεινότητος, ὑπὸ στρατειῶν 
καὶπολιτείας, ᾗ κατεκτήσατο τὴν ἡγεµονίαν, οὐκ ἐξικόµενος. Other authors also pair the two arts, so this 
pairing could also be attributed to model-motivation; examples include Nepos Cim. 2.1; Livy 39.40; 
Fronto ad Verum 2.1.18–21. Tac. de Orat. 28.7 distinguishes them as separate but equal arts. 
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The qualities which Suetonius highlights in the sections on Caesar’s eloquence and 
literary success, mostly based on testimony from Cicero, are all positive. Caesar’s style of 
speaking was elegant, clear, grand, and noble (elegantem, splendidam quoque atque etiam 
magnificam et generosam quodam modo rationem dicendi tenere (55.1); he had abundant witty 
remarks and elegantly ornate vocabulary (quis sententiis aut acutior aut crebrior? quis uerbis 
aut ornatior aut elegantior? (55.2); he pitched his voice high when speaking and used ardent 
movements and gestures which pleased his audience (pronuntiasse autem dicitur uoce acuta, 
ardenti motu gestuque, non sine uenustate (55.2). His writing style was simple, suitable, and 
agreeable, devoid of rhetorical embellishments (commentarios scripsit ualde quidem probandos: 
nudi sunt, recti et uenusti, omni ornatu orationis tamquam ueste detracta (56.2). His literary 
output was varied and well received (56.5–7).  
Descriptions of Caesar’s skills in the military arts follow in sections 57–70, the most 
space devoted to any one topic in the entire biography. The fact that Suetonius devoted so much 
space to Caesar’s military skills and behavior during war should reflect for the reader that this 
was the sphere in which Caesar excelled the most. Caesar’s “military frame” is composed of all 
the textual and inferential data points which concern the military and war. Once the reader has 
constructed the military frame with those data points, she can apply that frame as one of the 
components of the mental model for Caesar’s character. However, the more data points which 
contribute to one particular frame, the more room there is for clashes and contradictions—
especially when those data points concern behavior and/or temperament. As a result, the reader 
may fail to grasp a sense of thematic coherence for that particular frame and set of 
characteristics. Since Caesar’s military career was such a defining aspect of his life and 
character, there are countless examples and data points which one can use to construct this frame 
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of his character—and therefore more potential room for imbalance. However, as Perry would 
argue, the order of arrangement and sequence in which a reader encounters information does 
affect the construction of frames. Additionally, readers expect a text to exhibit coherence, and by 
nature of how the human brain works readers will always strive to find coherence in a text 
through patterns or frames. So what pattern emerges for Caesar in the construction of his military 
frame? 
Much like the description of Caesar’s pillaging and sacrilege in section 54 activated a 
new frame of reference (i.e. greed) for the reader to interpret previous material through the 
process of retrospective reading, the content of sections 57–70 can also trigger a similar process 
for the reader to review information which was presented under different headings in earlier 
sections. As we saw above, such retrospective reading may result in additional patterning or re-
patterning. However, some of the examples which I present below illustrate that Suetonius’ 
particular method of arrangement can complicate the outcomes of the retrospective reading 
process. Rather than resulting in additional patterning or re-patterning, the retrospective reading 
process in Suetonius’ biography of Caesar highlights how the same data points can contribute to 
the construction of different character traits by being used in different contextual frames. The 
headings of each section define the main contextual frame with which the reader should interpret 
the material which follows. When the reader encounters the same material again under a 
different heading, i.e. a different contextual frame, she will interpret it as contributing 
complexity to Caesar’s character, as well as creating coherence across the various contextual 
frames through non-temporal linking.  
For example, in section 57 Suetonius relates that Caesar bore hardships very patiently, 
and would lead his army most often on foot, go with his head uncovered in rainy or sunny 
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weather, and travel long distances with incredible speed, often reaching destinations before the 
messengers which he had sent ahead to announce his arrival (57):  
Armorum et equitandi peritissimus, laboris ultra fidem patiens erat. in agmine 
nonnumquam equo, saepius pedibus anteibat, capite detecto, seu sol seu imber esset; 
longissimas uias incredibili celeritate confecit, expeditus, meritoria raeda, centena 
passuum milia in singulos dies; si flumina morarentur, nando traiciens uel innixus inflatis 
utribus, ut persaepe nuntios de se praeuenerit. 
 
He was extremely skilled in arms and horsemanship, and was surprisingly patient of 
hardships. On marches he rarely went by horseback, but often led the way on foot with 
his head uncovered, rain or shine. He covered very long distances with incredible speed, 
with scant supplies and rented carriages, he traveled one hundred miles in a single day. If 
rivers impeded his way, he crossed them either by swimming or floating on inflatable 
rafts, so that very often he arrived before his messengers.   
 
These descriptions of Caesar’s endurance and speed while traveling on campaign may 
prompt the reader to recall an earlier passage which also described some of Caesar’s behavior 
while traveling on campaign, but within a different contextual frame. In section 46 the reader had 
encountered examples illustrating Caesar’s particular fondness for elegance and splendor in his 
living spaces, even while on campaign: “on campaigns he carried around floors of checkered, 
mosaic tiles,” in expeditionibus tessellata et sectilia pauimenta circumtulisse (46). Such devotion 
to elegant living, even while on campaign, does not correspond closely with the behavior of the 
man in section 57 who would often lead his soldiers on foot and swim across rivers to prevent 
losing any time by going around them.  
References to the campaign in Britain similarly illustrate different aspects of Caesar’s 
character. Britain first appears in a context depicting the extent of Caesar’s daring and military 
success (25):  
adgressus est et Britannos, ignotos antea, superatisque pecunias et obsides imperauit. 
He also attacked the Britons, previously an unknown people, and when he conquered 




The next time Britain is mentioned in the narrative its contextual function has shifted to provide 
an example of Caesar’s fondness for luxury (47):  
Britanniam petisse spe margaritarum, quarum amplitudinem conferentem interdum sua 
manu exegisse pondus. 
  
He sought Britain ambitious for pearls, and sometimes tested their weight in his hand. 
Finally, its ultimate reference functions as evidence for Caesar’s caution on campaign (58): 
in obeundis expeditionibus dubium cautior an audentior exercitum neque per insidiosa 
itinera duxit umquam nisi perspeculatus locorum situs neque in Britanniam transuexit nisi 
ante per se portus et nauigationem et accessum ad insulam explorasset. 
 
It is doubtful whether he was more cautious or daring during campaigns. He never led his 
army on dangerous journeys without first thoroughly examining the location. He did not 
sail over to Britain before he himself had explored the harbor, navigation, and point of 
access to island. 
Personal Relationships (71–74) 
The military sections culminate with examples of Caesar’s behavior towards his soldiers, thus 
paving the way for the transition from military to personal relationships. Caesar’s treatment of 
his soldiers in some ways corresponds to how he treated clients, friends, and family, and these 
similarities in behavior create a sense of coherence for Caesar’s character since he exhibits 
similar trends in different contextual frames. Sometimes formal equivalences strengthen these 
connections even further through lexical repetition. For example, the reader learns in section 65 
that Caesar treated his soldiers with equal parts strictness and indulgence: tractabatque pari 
seueritate atque indulgentia. This language is repeated in section 72 when describing Caesar’s 
treatment of his friends: amicos tanta semper facilitate indulgentiaque tractauit, “Caesar always 
treated his friends with the such great courtesy and indulgence…”.  
Coherence can also be created through contrast of the same idea or quality, such as 
Caesar’s approach to punishment in the military versus the civilian sphere. If any soldier 
threatened desertion or sedition he became a very harsh examiner and punisher (desertorum ac 
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seditiosorum et inquisitor et punitor acerrimus, 67), but outside of war he had a very lenient 
nature when it came to punishment (sed et in ulciscendo natura lenissimus, 74). The illustrative 
anecdotes for these qualities may also prompt the reader to compare the two contextual frames, 
since the examples of Caesar’s “very harsh punishment” of seditious soldiers seems rather 
indicative of a more lenient approach, while his “leniency” towards the pirates, Philemon, and 
Pompeia strikes one as quite severe. In section 69 Suetonius explains that Caesar’s soldiers never 
mutinied during the 10 years in Gaul, but there was some insurrection during the civil wars 
which Caesar was able to quickly resolve “not so much through indulgence as through his 
authority,” and he disbanded the ninth legion and dismissed them in ignominy before eventually 
reinstating them after much beseeching—but he did execute the guilty parties (69): 
Seditionem per decem annos Gallicis bellis nullam omnino mouerunt, ciuilibus aliquas 
sed ut celeriter ad officium redierint, nec tam indulgentia ducis quam auctoritate. non 
enim cessit umquam tumultuantibus atque etiam obuiam semper iit, et nonam quidem 
legionem apud Placentiam, quamquam in armis adhuc Pompeius esset, totam cum 
ignominia missam fecit aegreque post multas et supplicis preces nec nisi exacta de 
sontibus poena restituit.60   
 
During the ten years fighting in Gaul the soldiers never mutinied, but there were some 
insurrections during the civil wars. However, the soldiers quickly returned to their posts, 
due to Caesar’s authority rather than his indulgence. For he never yielded to their uproars, 
and constantly resisted them. He even disbanded the whole ninth legion with 
dishonorable discharge at Placentia, even though still at war with Pompey, and only 
reluctantly reinstated them after many humble entreaties, but not without punishing the 
ringleaders. 
 
Again when the tenth legion threatened to mutiny he quickly changed their tune by addressing 
them as “Quirites” rather than soldiers—then he punished the “most seditious” men by 
                                                
60 Note the repetition of indulgentia in this passage as well, another formal equivalence which further 
ties this material to the later sections on his treatment of friends. 
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withholding a third of their promised rewards (ac sic quoque seditiosissimum quemque et 
praedae et agri destinati tertia parte multauit, 70).61 
 Section 74 lists examples of Caesar’s lenient punishments towards those who had 
attempted or accomplished harm against him in some way. These examples are set up as a 
contrast against the immediately preceding section which described Caesar’s penchant for 
making amends with people who harbored severe enmity against him: simultates contra nullas 
tam graues excepit umquam ut non occasione oblata libens deponeret, “He never harbored such 
heavy resentment that he would not freely put it aside at the first opportunity,” (73). We should 
thus understand section 74 to start with the context, “but when he did take action, he was by 
nature very lenient…” (Sed in ulciscendo natura lenissimus, 74.1). Examples then follow: even 
though he did crucify the pirates who had kidnapped him, he had their throats cut first (iugulari 
prius iussit, deinde suffigi, 74.1). When he discovered that his slave Philemon had been coerced 
into poisoning him, Caesar punished him with nothing worse than a simple execution (non 
grauius quam simplici morte puniit, 74.1). Finally, even though he divorced his wife Pompeia 
under suspicion of adultery with Publius Clodius, he refused to offer testimony against him at the 
official inquest, even though both his mother and sister had already divulged the entire matter to 
the judges (74.2):  
in Publium Clodium, Pompeiae uxoris suae adulterum atque eadem de causa pollutarum 
caerimoniarum reum, testis citatus negauit se quicquam comperisse, quamuis et mater 
Aurelia et soror Iulia apud eosdem iudices omnia ex fide rettulissent… 
  
When he was summoned to provide testimony against Publius Clodius, the man who 
committed adultery with his wife, Pompeia, and who was now being charged with 
polluting the sacred rites, he denied that he knew anything of the matter, even though 
                                                
61 Note the repetition of the verb multare from section 1 in reference to Caesar’s own loss of his 
priesthood and wealth at the hands of Sulla: quare et sacerdotio et uxoris dote et gentilicis hereditatibus 
multatus diuersarum partium habebatur (1.2).   
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both his mother Aurelia and sister Julia had already provided an honest account of the 
entire matter to those same judges. 
Administrative moderation and clemency (75)  
Caesar’s leniency in private matters flows seamlessly to examples of his moderation and 
clemency in public affairs. Section 75 details Caesar’s “admirable moderation and clemency” in 
both his administration and victory after the civil war (moderationem uero clementiamque cum 
in administratione tum in uictoria belli ciuilis admirabilem exhibuit, 75). During and 
immediately after the civil war, Caesar tried to spare as many lives as possible. During his 
administration as dictator he replaced the statues of Sulla and Pompey which the people had torn 
down, and refused to take action against those who conspired against his life or slandered his 
name. The material in section 75 caps the long sequence of examples of Caesar’s positive 
attributes (55–75). In section 76, Suetonius transitions from positive to negative qualities with 
the second divisio to describe the examples of Caesar’s behavior which led to his assassination.62  
Abusus dominatione :  setting the stage for murder (76–79) 
The references to conspiracies and slander at the end of section 75 (coniurationes conuentusque 
nocturnos; acerbe loquentibus) transition neatly to the divisio in section 76, which introduces 
Caesar’s intolerable behavior leading up to his assassination: Praegravant tamen cetera facta 
dictaque eius, ut et abusus dominatione et iure caesus existimetur, “Nevertheless, his other 
actions and speech outweighed everything else, and the opinion was that he had abused his 
power and was justly slain” (76.1). Before I can go forward with my assessment, a word must be 
                                                
62 Hurley (2014) makes the observation that whereas Augustus’ negative behavior “yields discreetly to 
the good, and is hopefully forgotten,” Suetonius does not want Caesar’s negative qualities to be ignored: 
“It is a narrative of cause and effect with murder as its dramatic climax.” The lives of Gaius, Domitian, 
and Nero follow a similar pattern of cause and effect: “With these three failed emperors, as with Caesar, 
the emperor’s aberrant behavior precipitates his downfall, and Suetonius makes the narrative logic 
clear…With Caesar, the negative evolves within the whole” (27–28). 
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said about the force and intent of this heading to section 76. Suetonius’ statement here has 
usually been taken at face value by scholars, and pointed to as an example of one of the rare 
moments when Suetonius the author intrudes upon his text with personal judgment about his 
subject. However, we should consider Suetonius’ remark within its narrative context, taking into 
account all of the textual information which the reader has gathered up until this point and with 
which she encounters this seemingly judgmental statement. 
 By this point in Caesar’s biography the reader has become familiar with Suetonius’ 
methods of patterning details and information across different contextual frames in order to 
create both complexity and coherence for Caesar’s character. Such attention to detail, both by 
Suetonius and the reader, belies a simple face-value reading of the material. Additionally, an 
attentive reader will have noticed that the verb which Suetonius employs in this statement, 
existimetur, recalls a formula which the author has used throughout the biography when 
presenting contemporary evidence (usually) from unknown or unidentified sources, not his own 
judgment or assessment of the material.63 These considerations make me hesitant to accept an 
assessment like Hurley’s that Suetonius has arranged for the reader a “narrative of cause and 
effect with murder as its dramatic climax,” showing how “aberrant behavior precipitates his 
downfall.”64 If anything, the positive and neutral material in the topical sections far outweighs 
the negative by volume alone—only four sections (76–79) cover Caesar’s “other actions and 
                                                
63 The verbs used in this formula should be noted for their appearance in the present tense, rather than 
the customary perfect or occasional imperfect tense. Such phrases occur as follows: satis constat (1); 
fertur (13); ferunt (29); opinantur (30); alii…dicunt (30); quidam putant (30); existimetur (33); traditur 
(45); ferunt (45); constans opinio est (50); existimetur (76); quidam putant (78); sunt qui putent (86); alii 
e divero opinantur (86). There are also rare occasions when Suetonius uses the imperfect or perfect tense 
for this formula: multi prodiderunt (46); exstimabatur (50); ut ferebat (79).  
64 Hurley (2014) 28. 
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speech” which stirred up the conspiracies to assassinate him. I am not arguing that Suetonius’ 
arrangement of this material completely denies a sense of cause and effect with a climax in 
murder—as I have discussed elsewhere (see Chapter 1), succession implies causality and by 
lumping together all of Caesar’s tyrannical behavior in the four sections preceding his murder 
Suetonius does present the material as a logical sequence of events. However, one has missed the 
subtlety of this biography if such judgment is based on the material in sections 76–79 alone. I 
return to this idea below, but for now I will draw attention to how Caesar is specifically 
characterized in sections 76–79, then how that picture corresponds to the material which 
immediately follows and the conclusions to the biography. 
 Section 76 focuses on the excessive honors which Caesar accepted (non enim honores 
modo nimios recepit…sed et ampliora etiam humano fastigio decerni sibi passus est), including 
temples, altars, statues among the gods, a priest, and naming a month of the year, as well as his 
disdain for traditional political elections, terms, and appointments (eadem licentia spreto patrio 
more…). The next section (77) lists some of Caesar’s egregious remarks (nec minoris 
inpotentiae uoces propalam edebat), all concerning the state of the republic, his own authority, 
and evidence of the extent of his arrogance (eoque arrogantiae progressus est). Things escalate 
in section 78 (uerum praecipuam et exitiabilem sibi inuidiam hinc maxime mouit) as Suetonius 
describes various occasions when Caesar treated the senate and other magistrates with disrespect. 
Section 79 expands on insults to the senate with even more arrogant behavior (adiecit ad tam 
insignem despecti senatus contumeliam multo arrogantius factum), and here is introduced the 
dangerous notion of Caesar acquiring kingship, with no less than nine references to king (regii 
nominis; regem se; non regem esse; a rege; Caesar rex), kingship (regni), and crowns (coronam 
lauream; coronae; diadema).  
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The themes of sections 76–79 move from Caesar accepting excessive honors, to Caesar’s 
arrogance towards both republican traditions and the senate, before finally ending in a crescendo 
of monarchy with Caesar (theoretically) receiving the title “Caesar rex.” This possibility is 
presented as the motivation the conspirators needed to continue with their plans to assassinate 
Caesar (quae causa coniuratis maturandi fuit destinata negotia ne assentiri necesse esset, 79.3). 
While Caesar is shown to have displayed troubling behavior in sections 76–78, the most 
damning actions which led to his assassination—attempts to crown Caesar as king in section 
79—were all performed by external parties, and Caesar is actually shown trying to refuse such 
titles. If we only consider sections 76–79 as the build-up to Caesar’s murder, it is difficult to see 
the narrative logic of cause and effect culminating in murder which Hurley identified, let alone 
the “negative evolving within the whole.”65 
Assassination and Aftermath (80–89) 
The final sections of Caesar’s biography (80–89) resume a semi-chronological narrative structure 
to describe the events leading up to Caesar’s murder, the event itself, and its aftermath. I say 
“semi-chronological” because some sections do depart from the strict causal timeline of the 
conspiracy to show how Caesar was warned of the coming danger by various signs.66 
Commentators of Suetonius’ style often point to sections like this for examples of his narrative 
                                                
65 Hurley (2014) 28. 
66 Interestingly these signs are themselves presented in chronological order, starting with the discovery 
of Capys’ bones a few months before the assassination (paucos ante menses), to the grief of Caesar’s 
Rubicon horses a few days before (proximis diebus), to Spurinna the haruspex’s warning during a 
sacrifice, to the tearing apart of a king wren in the Hall of Pompey on the day before (pridie), to Caesar’s 
and Calpurnia’s dreams on the very night before the scheduled meeting (ea uero nocte cui inluxit dies 
caedis, 81). Sections 86–87 postulate on whether or not Caesar had known about the conspiracy and 
allowed events to unfold in this way, maintaining control up to the end of his life by embracing his 
manner of death. 
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skill, and it is easy to see why. The reader is presented with a mini-narrative composed of a few 
characters and a suspenseful plot which ends in tragedy—as a deviation from the normal style of 
rubrics and brief illustrative anecdotes, these narrative sections stand out particularly well. I want 
to take a different approach and consider how these final sections connect with the earlier 
material of the biography through the use of frames. At this point, I will merely set up the 
important data points which appear in the final sections of Caesar’s biography, to which we will 
then return at the end of my discussion on frames below.  
The major themes which appear at the end of Caesar’s biography, and play a role in 
describing the end of his life, include tyranny and kingship, conspiracy, and the supernatural. 
There are also more personal moments which focus on aspects of Caesar’s behavior and 
character in relation to death which do not fall under the purview of these themes, and these will 
be important to consider in light of his character construction throughout the narrative. Section 
86 postulates on Caesar’s state of mind leading up to his death. Some of his friends believed that 
Caesar’s failing health led him to disregard the omens and ignore the dangers of the conspiracy. 
Others attributed the success of his attack to Caesar’s own misplaced trust in the senate, which 
led him to dismiss his personal bodyguard. Still others thought that Caesar finally grew tired of 
taking precautions against threats to his life because of his powerful status, and so deliberately 
exposed himself to danger. While all of these opinions paint a different picture of Caesar’s 
character, Suetonius claims that most people agreed that Caesar welcomed the manner of his 
death, i.e. one that was “quick and unexpected” (repentinum inopinatumque, 87.1) rather than a 
long drawn-out affair. Finally, the public reaction to Caesar’s death presents the reader with a 
contradiction to the judgment in section 76 that he was “justly slain” (iure caesus). 
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Thematic Coherence Across Chronological  and Topical  Material  
How does this topical arrangement of material function together with the material presented in 
the earlier chronological sections? Granted, Suetonius provides more detailed examples of 
Caesar’s “character” in the topical sections, but often anecdotes or themes which were 
introduced in the beginning of the biography are explicitly repeated or implicitly recalled in the 
topical sections. Those instances provide us with the opportunity to consider how character 
frames established in earlier sections can guide the reader’s interpretation of this later material. 
When scholars discuss the topical sections of Suetonius’ biographies, they tend to do so 
in complete isolation from the material which came before. As a result, when reading scholarship 
about the topical sections (and perhaps when going back to read them again), one perceives them 
as a disjointed list of various categories supported by anecdotal examples. This type of reading 
will only perpetuate the tradition of mining Suetonius’ biographies for random data about the 
emperors, rather than reading them in full and appreciating their narrative method and effect. I 
argue here that the frames which were established in the earliest sections of the biography are 
confirmed in the topical sections through non-temporal linking, thus creating “thematic 
coherence.”67 Thematic coherence emerges when one is able to extract an overarching theme or 
message from a series of narrated events which results in the perception of a coherent story if the 
audience “is convinced that the different scenes indeed express the same theme.”68 In terms of 
life stories, thematic coherence is one method used by narrators to attribute meaning and 
coherence to the events of a life. In the following sections I discuss the construction of Caesar’s 
main character frames across both major sections of the biography (chronological and topical). 
                                                
67 Habermas and Bluck (2000); see also McAdams (2006). 




In his discussion of the major themes which run through Suetonius’ DJ, Helmut Gugel identified 
Caesar’s ambition and advancement toward world-domination, together with his disdain for 
religion (spreta religio), as the two major thematic strands of the vita. According to Gugel, these 
motifs are highlighted by the structural arrangement of the portents throughout Suetonius’ 
narrative of Caesar’s life. Gugel saw Suetonius weaving implicit connections between Caesar’s 
ambition, his apparent disdain for religion, and tyrannical behavior. The culmination of these 
characteristics coincided with the “tyrannical reveal” of Caesar’s nature toward the end of the 
biography. I would like to expand Gugel’s analysis to include other textual information which 
contributes to the construction of Caesar’s tyrannical frame. This information includes explicit 
and implicit references to tyranny and tyrannical behavior. Henderson has noted that “Suetonius’ 
Iul. whisks us through a gamut of formulations, accoutrements, and badges of tyranny, from 
Alexander to Cyrus—through a book keyed to the classical library and its autocrats,”69 then 
follows with a bulleted list of all the textual material which supports this claim.70 Such notes are 
invaluable, however, Henderson did not have the space to consider closely how this material 
contributes to the construction of the tyrannical frame.  
Explicit references by Suetonius of Caesar’s tyrannical behavior usually describe it in 
terms of rex/regnare, and most of these explicit references appear toward the end of the 
                                                
69 Henderson (2014) 103. 
70 See Henderson (2014) 104–106. 
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biography, particularly in sections 79–81.71 However, there are a couple of instances in the early 
chronological sections where either Caesar characterizes himself in these terms, or a third party 
interprets his actions as being motivated by tyrannical ambition. These early instances establish 
the frame for the rest of the biography, and together with the references in sections 79–81 quite 
literally function to frame the narrative. 
I have already briefly discussed the first appearance of the term rex in the biography (see 
Chapter 1, pp. 50–1), but we should revisit that example and consider how it establishes the 
tyrannical frame for Caesar specifically. In section 6, Caesar delivered the laudatio funebris for 
his wife and aunt, and during that speech—as presented by Suetonius—Caesar characterizes 
himself through association with two exclusive groups, i.e. gods and kings (6):  
Amitae meae Iuliae maternum genus ab regibus ortum, paternum cum diis inmortalibus 
coniunctum est. nam ab Anco Marcio sunt Marcii Reges, quo nomine fuit mater; a 
Venere Iulii, cuius gentis familia est nostra. est ergo in genere et sanctitas regum, qui 
plurimum inter homines pollent, et caerimonia deorum, quorum ipsi in potestate sunt 
reges. 
 
The maternal lineage of my aunt came from the kings, and her paternal side was 
connected by marriage with the gods. For her mother's family, the Marcii Reges, are from 
Ancus Marcius. And the Julii, of which we are a branch, come from Venus. Therefore in 
our stock there is the sanctity of the kings, who are very powerful among mankind, and 
the reverence of the gods, to whom kings owe their power. 
 
Suetonius offers no source for this speech, and it is very difficult to imagine that the historical 
Caesar would have recited such sentiments before a Republican audience in order to depict 
                                                
71 Iul. 6; 9.4; 30.5; 49; 79; 80; 81. There are three exceptions in which Caesar’s tyranny is referred to by 
the term dominatio (30.5; 76.1; 80.1). Dunkle (1967) has argued that the Romans seem to have begun to 
merge their concepts of rex/regnum with the Greek concept of tyrannus by 133 BCE, when the first 
evidence of the merging terms in political invective appears in accusations against Tiberius Gracchus. As 
a consequence of this merging, Dunkle argues, the Roman terms associated with rex acquired more 
nuance, adding to the original concept of a politically oppressive monarch the idea of a distinct type of 
immoral and evil personality. 
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himself in a positive light. Therefore I think we can approach this funereal speech as an 
invention of Suetonius, if not in context then at least in content. Interpreted through this lens, we 
have an opportunity to analyze how Suetonius the narrator—through the words of one of his 
characters—establishes qualities which define one of the key identities used to frame Caesar’s 
characterization, i.e. a tyrannical figure. At the same time Suetonius establishes these qualities 
for the rest of the biographical series.  
If terms related to rex/regnare evoke tyrannical associations for Suetonius’ audience in 
Caesar’s biography, then the qualities which Caesar associates with reges in this speech should 
also be considered to contribute to the construction of this tyrannical character frame. Both of the 
qualities which Caesar associates with kingly power concern sanctity. Caesar characterizes kings 
as possessing sanctitas, “inviolability, sacredness, sanctity,”72 while the gods themselves possess 
caerimonia, “sacredness, sanctity.” While Caesar does use this opportunity to claim the highest 
form of authority for himself through association with kings and gods, at the same time he very 
specifically defines his idea of the nature of that authority: it is inviolable and sacred, and by 
extension so is he. Caesar is thus presented here as crafting a very specific image of monarchical 
power and authority, one which attempts to sidestep the tyrannical associations with monarchy. 
The tragic irony of such self-characterization of course becomes clear when we consider the 
manner in which Caesar met his end.  
The material leading up to Caesar’s death—beginning in section 76—sets up the 
sequence of events in such a way that his murder appears to be the logical reaction against his 
tyrannical behavior and attitude, particularly toward the senate. Suetonius introduces the 
sequence of events leading up to Caesar’s death with the phrase, praegrauant tamen cetera facta 
                                                
72 This is the only example of this term throughout the DVC, and even related terms appear quite rarely. 
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dictaque eius, ut et abusus dominatione et iure caesus existimetur, “Nevertheless his other 
actions and speech so predominated that he was thought to have abused his power and been 
justly slain, (76).” Baldwin has pointed out that the phrase iure caesus was one “laden with 
significance to those who knew their Republican history.”73 Specifically, those examples dealt 
with differing political ideologies, beginning with the first extant example of the phrase being 
used by Scipio Aemilianus in his judgment that Tiberius Gracchus was “justly slain,” and echoed 
ironically by a descendant of Giaus Cassius Longinus (one of the leading conspirators in 
Caesar’s murder) about the murder of a Roman Urban Prefect by his slave during a debate about 
whether to uphold or change the traditional laws concerning the execution of slaves.74 
Presumably the irony of Cassius’ remark was magnified intentionally by Tacitus through 
association of the phrase with Caesar’s murder and Cassius’ relationship to one of the 
conspirators, which implies that such a phrase was being circulated in connection with Caesar’s 
murder, either immediately following the event, or in its aftermath as Suetonius depicts it.75 The 
association of the phrase with Scipio Aemilianus and Tiberius Gracchus (if Suetonius’ audience 
were familiar with that example) frames Caesar’s murder in a specific political context of 
optimates reacting against the perceived overreach of the opposite party.  
The phrase iure caesus also reactivates the tyrannical frame in this context. Other 
examples of the phrase, particularly in early imperial literature, are specifically associated with 
                                                
73 Baldwin (1983) 220. 
74 For the quotation by Scipio Aemilianus, see Astin (1967) 264–5. Tac. Ann. 14.43 relates the episode 
with Cassius. 
75 Examples in Cicero corroborate the theory that such a phrase was being circulated in connection with 
Caesar shortly after his death. See especially Cic. Phil. 13.2.2.  
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the murder of tyrants or men who were accused of attempting to seize monarchical power.76 In 
the narrative, Caesar’s murder caps a crescendo of references to kingly terms, so the reader is 
forced to contextualize the event using that frame of reference. However, even though the 
material leading up to the murder in sections 76–81 depicted Caesar according to the more 
traditional, negative characterization of a tyrant, the way in which Suetonius describes the 
murder itself instantly recalls Caesar’s self-characterization and definition of monarchy from 
section 6. At the very end of the biography, Suetonius briefly relates the fates of Caesar’s 
murderers (89): 
damnati omnes alius alio casu periit, pars naufragio, pars proelio, nonnulli semet eodem 
illo pugione quo Caesarem uiolauerant interemerunt. 
 
All of the condemned died in some kind of misfortune: some in shipwreck, others in 
battle, and several committed suicide using the same blade with which they had injured 
Caesar. 
 
The key term in this final sentence of the biography is uiolauerant, “injure, violate, dishonor.” 
Baldwin notes that Suetonius’ use of the verb here “is meant to be compelling, for it is nowhere 
else employed by the biographer.”77 Baldwin drew attention to this passage as one of the 
differences between Suetonius’ and Plutarch’s treatments of Caesar’s assassins: where Suetonius 
“betrays no particular sympathy for them,” Plutarch on the other hand “commends the assassins 
as the champions of freedom.”78 Such an interpretation certainly is not wrong, but Baldwin has 
missed, or failed to elaborate on, the important characterizing function of the verb when 
considered with Caesar’s self-characterization in section 6 along with the only other context in 
                                                
76 See Livy 4.15.1.2 (Maelius, a plebeian, “justly slain” even though innocent of plotting to make 
himself king); Livy 24.24.9.1 (referring to the murder of the Syracusan tyrant Hieronymus); Livy 31.44.8; 
Seneca De Beneficiis 5.16.6 (referring to Caesar’s murder). 
77 Baldwin (1983) 220. 
78 Baldwin (1983) 220. 
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which the verb appears throughout the DVC: section 30.5 of Caesar’s biography, in Cicero’s 
Latin translation of Euripides’ Phoenissae 524–5:79  
nam si uiolandum est ius, <regnandi> gratia 
uiolandum est: aliis rebus pietatem colas. 
 
For if the law must be violated, it should be violated for the sake 
of <tyranny>: in other matters honor piety. 
 
Suetonius cites this as evidence that Caesar had desired to sieze absolute power (dominatio, a 
term like rex/regare which also evoked tyranny) from a young age, for Cicero had written that 
these lines were often heard coming from Caesar’s lips.80 The quote from Euripides strengthens 
the association between absolute rule and violation which Caesar had alluded to in the funeral 
oration, albeit with different emphasis. Using the verb uiolauerant to describe Caesar’s murder 
in a way confirms his own characterization from section 6, for just as the contamination of 
sacred rites (caerimonia) is often described as pollution, injuries done to someone who is 
inviolable (sanctitas) must be aptly described as a violation.81  
The other early reference to rex/regnare appears in section 9.2 and provides an example 
of a third party characterizing Caesar as a tyrant by using the language of monarchy. Such 
                                                
79 The Greek reads εἴπερ γὰρ ἀδικεῖν χρή, τυραννίδος πέρι / κάλλιστον ἀδίκηµα, τὰ δ᾽ ἄλλα εὐσεβεῖν 
χρεών, “For if it is necessary to commit injustice, the best kind of wrong concerns tyranny. But one must 
act piously in all other things.” 
80 Iul. 30.5: quidam putant captum imperii consuetudine pensitatisque suis et inimicorum uiribus usum 
occasione rapiendae dominationis quam <ab> aetate prima concupisset. quod existimasse uidebatur et 
Cicero, scribens de Officiis tertio libro semper Caesarem in ore habuisse…, “Some think that he was 
overcome by the habit of being in command, and after weighing the strengths of his enemies seized the 
opportunity for snatching the absolute rule which he had desired from a young age. Cicero seems to have 
thought this, too, for he wrote in the third book of De Officiis that Caesar always used to say…”. 
81 A similar example can be found in the manner of describing the violation of sacred rites (caerimonia) 
by using the term polluo, as we see in sections 6.2 and 74 concerning Publius Clodius, Pompeia, and the 
Bona Dea rites: de pollutis sacris (6.2); eadem de causa pollutarum caerimoniarum reum (74).  
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external characterization functions to counterbalance Caesar’s positive self-assessment and 
definition of monarchy in section 6 by re-establishing its traditionally negative associations. 
Section 9 relates that when Caesar returned to Rome after a failed attempt to help the Latin 
colonies win citizenship through revolution (8), and shortly before he was confirmed as aedile, 
he was suspected of playing a role as a co-conspirator with Marcus Crassus, Publius Sulla, and 
Lucius Autronius, who plotted to attack the Senate, establish Crassus as dictator with Caesar as 
his master of horse, and reorganize the government according to their own will (9.1). Suetonius 
then cites four sources which documented Caesar’s involvement (or suspicion of involvement) in 
this conspiracy, culminating with one of Cicero’s letters to Atticus in which he wrote that 
“Caesar in his consulship had established the sovereignty which he planned as aedile,” Caesarem 
in consulatu confirmasse regnum de quo aedilis cogitaret (9.2). The term regnum in this context 
must trigger the negative connotations of despotism and tyranny, due to the combination of its 
Republican author with the context of revolutionary conspiracy and violent overthrow of the 
government.  
In addition to the explicit references which construct the main scaffolding of the tyranny 
frame through terms related to the kingship and monarchy, several other of the “sub-frames” 
which I discuss below also contribute to its construction, though not necessarily in a 
straightforward manner. These sub-frames are composed of material which implicitly refers to a 
tyrannical model through stereotypical behavior or topoi rather than direct references to rex, 
tyrannus, or dominatio. Dunkle identified the following characteristics as the stock vices of a 
tyrant in Roman invective and literature: uis, superbia, libido, and crudelitas.82 Some of the sub-
frames in Caesar’s biography activate these stock tyrannical vices, both directly and indirectly, 
                                                
82 Dunkle (1967) 151, with definitions of the terms provided on pp. 168 ff. 
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but do not necessarily confirm them as true for Caesar’s character. These sub-frames include the 
Sulla/dictatorship frame, the sexual behavior frame, and the supernatural frame.  
The Sulla/dictatorship frame lays the groundwork for comparing the behavior of a 
dictator with his close cousin, the tyrant, through implications of libido and uis. Material about 
Caesar’s sexual behavior more explicitly activates the tyrannical vices of libido and uis, only to 
show that Caesar does not actually conform to the tyrannical trope in that sphere. The final sub-
frame which I discuss, the supernatural, includes a discussion about dreams and portents (also 
connected with Sulla). While not directly related to the stock tyrannical vices, the supernatural 
frame will come to play a significant role in distinguishing and authorizing/justifying the sole 
rule of the emperors who follow in Caesar’s footsteps, with dreams in particular functioning as 
another tool by which the reader can judge an emperor’s character—tyrannical or otherwise.  
Sulla Frame 
Sulla plays an important role in the characterization of Caesar in the DJ, a fact which the 
structure of the biography itself displays. The references to Sulla are split evenly across the two 
major sections of the text: three references appear in the initial chronological sections, and three 
references appear in the topical sections. Indeed, just as Sulla introduces the first part of the 
chronological section (1) with a clever warning about Caesar, he also ushers in the topical 
material with a similar type of cautionary prediction (45), effectively marking it as a second 
beginning which still remains connected to the earlier material. At the end of section 1, Sulla 
warned that Caesar would be the destruction of the Optimate cause, for in Caesar there were 
many Mariuses (eum…exitio futurum: nam Caesari multos Marios inesse). At the end of section 
45, the first section of the topical material which outlines aspects of Caesar’s physical 
appearance and dress, Sulla’s warning about Caesar to the Optimates is repeated but suited to fit 
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the new context. Whereas before Sulla had warned about there being many Mariuses in Caesar, 
now he warns the Optimates to “beware the ill-girdled boy” (unde emanasse Sullae dictum 
optimates saepius admonentis ut male praecinctum puerum cauerent, 45.3). But how does Sulla 
contribute to reader’s construction of a character frame for Caesar?  
I have already mentioned that the first references to Sulla function to create a model for 
dictatorship (however brief) against which the reader can compare Caesar, with Caesar operating 
as a positive force against the negative spaces left by Sulla in Roman politics. Included in Sulla’s 
“dictator” frame are specific examples of behavior exhibited by people in this role—these 
examples function as preliminary data sets to fill the slots of “dictator” in this text (filled out and 
enriched through inferences drawn from the reader’s general knowledge about dictators, whether 
acquired through historical, literary, or cultural knowledge). In section 1, the following actions 
are attributed to Sulla dictator: attempting to control political alliances through marriage (neque 
ut repudiaret compelli a dictatore Sulla ullo modo potuit, 1.1), and using proscriptions to punish 
political enemies (alluded to for Caesar with the phrase et sacerdotio et uxoris dote et gentilicis 
hereditatibus multatus diuersarum partium habebatur, 1.2). The proscriptions are referenced 
again in section 11 in connection with Sulla in order to show Caesar’s reactions against such 
practices.  
We can think of Sulla’s behavior as dictator as indirectly related, or precursor, to the 
tyrannical vices uis and libido. If uis denotes “the force which a tyrant must employ to gain and 
hold power,”83 we can see a version of that in the proscriptions and even, to a lesser extent, in 
Sulla’s attempts to control politics through marriage alliances. These same actions also reveal the 
effects or consequences of “rule according to the desire of one man,” Dunkle’s definition for the 
                                                
83 Dunkle (1967) 168. 
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main quality of libido.84 These qualities are then translated into tyrannical vices (or at least closer 
steps towards them) in references to Caesar ruling ad arbitrium (9.2; 20.2), his own attempts to 
control political alliances and loyalty to his cause through marriage (21; 27) and his seizure of 
power through civil war. 
Sulla appears for the final time in the sections which fall after the “tyrant divisio” (76) 
and detail Caesar’s tyrannical behavior, and therefore provides another reference point for 
establishing his contribution to Caesar’s characterization throughout the narrative. In section 77 
Suetonius includes as one of the examples of Caesar’s “unrestrained speech” (inpotentiae uoces) 
the quote that “Sulla was stupid for giving up the dictatorship” (Sullam nescisse litteras, qui 
dictaturam deposuerit). This reference to Sulla completes Caesar’s transformation from dictator 
to tyrant by once again comparing Sulla’s actions and career to Caesar’s in order to provide the 
reader with a point of reference against which to compare Caesar’s current state. Where Sulla 
had given up the dictatorship, Caesar was declared dictator for life. 
Where some have implied that Suetonius failed to utilize Pompey as an effective 
comparandum for Caesar in this biography,85 I would argue instead that Suetonius clearly chose 
to employ Sulla as the comparative frame for Caesar’s characterization—which consequently 
resulted in a construction of character that was more focused around (and reactive against) a 
model of dictator/tyrant. 
Sexual Behavior 
It has often been noted that Suetonius includes details about aspects of the emperor’s private 
lives which would not have been acceptable to include in historiography or other “serious” 
                                                
84 Dunkle (1967) 168. 
85 Baldwin (1983) 219, 232–3: “…the vita lacks one ingredient essential for complete and convincing 
denigration of Caesar: praise of Pompey.” 
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genres. One such “unspeakable” sphere was sexual behavior.86 Some of the scholarly 
interpretation of the inclusion of such material has been, I think, grossly misguided,87 and I wish 
here to discuss how the sexual material in the DJ functions as a sub-frame which may or may not 
contribute to the construction of a tyrannical characterization for Caesar. This is accomplished 
through both formal and thematic methods of non-temporal linking.  
Rebecca Langlands has noted that the examples of sexual conduct which Suetonius 
included in Caesar’s biography follow closely the republican topoi of invective which we find in 
many of Cicero’s speeches.88 By this she refers to the practice of public figures in republican 
Rome wielding sexual morality as a potential weapon with which to damage, or at least call into 
question, their opponents’ character and reputation.89 Accusations of sexual immorality against 
men in Rome often focused on two associations: immasculinity and tyranny.90 While these 
associations could be manifested through a variety of insults and various charges of mollitia and 
unrestrained libidines, two of the most commonly used categories included pudicitia and 
stuprum, under which adulterium should also be classified.91 Suetonius makes explicit references 
                                                
86 See Duff (1999) 94–7; Stem (2012) 157 n. 52; Power and Gibson (2014) 13 n. 40. 
87 For example, Baldwin (1983) sees some of the examples as evidence of Suetonius’ own “strong 
prejudice against male homosexuality” (228) and homosexual activities as “a particular aversion of 
Suetonius” (302); see also Carney (1968). 
88 Langlands (2006) 348–350. 
89 Langlands (2006) 286. Other topics which could be weaponized as part of political invective included 
extravagance, avarice, cowardice, family background, as well as appearance and personal hygiene; see 
Corbeill (1996) and (2002); for sexual invective in particular see Richlin (1992) 96–104; Edwards (1993) 
also discusses the importance of (im)morality in Roman politics and invective. 
90 See Edwards (1993); Duff (1999) 95; Langlands (2006); Williams (2010). 
91 See Langlands (2006) and Williams (2010). 
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to these topoi in Caesar’s biography, as well as implicit references which recall his perceived 
mollitia by his peers.  
In the pattern of insults against one’s sexual morality, Langlands identified what she 
referred to as the “standard biography of a villain,” which was comprised of a “biographical 
model of sexual passivity followed by malicious activity.”92 The tropes of this villainous 
biography followed the traditional model of the tyrant, who was stereotypically characterized by 
the following aspects of sexual immorality:  
“…cupidity (regarding women as well as objects) combined with a disregard for the 
ownership of others, multiple wives, and a weakness for succumbing to the influence of 
the women around him, to whom he gives too much power. His own lusts and desires are 
uncontrolled, so that despite his power he is weak and easily controlled by others in his 
entourage.”93 
 
The tyrant’s greatest weakness stemmed from the lack of control over his own excessive 
desires—and such a weakness within a person of power often inflicts direct and dire 
consequences on those within his sphere of influence.  
 Langlands pointed out that tropes which we find in the insults about Caesar’s relationship 
with Nicomedes, as well as the list of his numerous adulterous affairs with married women, echo 
the abuses which Cicero cast against Verres, Antony, and Clodius. Even Suetonius’ closing 
remarks about Caesar’s sexual character invoke Cicero’s invective. At the end of section 52, 
Suetonius summarizes the material with a quote from Curio the Elder (52): 
at ne cui dubium omnino sit et impudicitiae et adulteriorum flagrasse infamia, 
Curio pater quadam eum oratione omnium mulierum virum et omnium virorum 
mulierem appellat. 
 
                                                
92 Langlands (2006) 284, see note 16 for examples, which include remarks made about Catiline and his 
supporters, as well as Antony and Verres. 




Lest there be any doubt concerning his blazing infamy of impudicitia and adulteries, the 
Elder Curio in one of his speeches called him “every woman’s man and every man’s 
woman.” 
 
Similarly, Cicero had hurled the insult against Verres that he was “more of a man among women, 
but among men a defiled little woman” (magis uir inter mulieres, impura inter uiros muliercula, 
Verr. 2.192), and he utilizes the same cliché against Clodius: “against divine law, he had often 
been both a woman among men, and a man among women,” (contra fas et inter uiros saepe 
mulier et inter mulieres uir fuisset, Dom. 139). The purpose and scope of Langlands’ analysis did 
not afford her the opportunity to trace whether or not Suetonius’ use of such tropes in Caesar’s 
biography resulted in a similar type of tyrannical characterization. Rather, Langlands’ evaluation 
of the imperial literary material on pudicitia is motivated by the argument that, “In the 
biographical idiom, sexual ethics, both of individuals and of society, reflect political structures,” 
and so she focuses on how we can trace the establishment of imperial power through the changes 
in how pudicitia is represented in the material.94 Her comments on Suetonius’ representation of 
Caesar’s sexual morality are restricted to noting the parallels with republican invective without 
delving much further into their implications for Caesar’s characterization. These parallels are 
important to consider, since they may contribute to the reader’s construction of Caesar’s 
character through activation of general knowledge, but we must also consider the context in 
which the textual material appears, as this contributes to the overall frame which the reader 
constructs of Caesar’s sexual nature. There are, therefore, two levels of information which we 
must consider: 1) the general knowledge which Suetonius’ readers (probably) possessed about 
the topics of pudicitia, stuprum, and their traditional association with political invective and 
                                                
94 Langlands (2006) 348. 
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tyrannical characters; 2) whether or not Suetonius’ presentation of that material depicts such a 
character model for Caesar.  
 First, we must identify the sexual material in Caesar’s biography. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
Suetonius includes explicit and implicit references to sexual behavior in both the chronological 
and topical sections. Suetonius provides explicit information about Caesar’s sexual behavior in 
section 2 (pudicitia), and 49–52 (pudicitia; libidines; impuditicia; adulterium). Implicit 
references to his sexual behavior/nature occur in section 7 (stuprum), 22 (compared to a woman), 
and 45 (personal hygiene and style of dress). I will examine this material in its sequential order 
to determine how the order of its presentation contributes to the construction of the sexual sub-
frame, and consequently how the reader employs the sexual sub-frame as one part of the larger 
construction of Caesar’s character frame (i.e. does it contribute to a tyrannical mental model for 
Caesar?). 
 The first reference to Caesar’s sexual behavior occurs in section 2 with the report of 
rumors that Caesar had engaged in a sexual relationship with King Nicomedes while in Bithynia. 
I have discussed this episode elsewhere, but now I would like to revisit the material through the 
lens of constructing a sexual sub-frame which informs the broader frame of Caesar’s character. 
In order to accomplish this, we must establish, to the best of our ability, how Suetonius interacts 
with the general knowledge which his readers already possessed about sexual behavior, 
particularly acceptable vs. unacceptable types of sexual behavior and relationships, in order to 
create textually based frames of reference concerning sexual behavior for the reader to apply to 
the subjects of the biography. The distinction between acceptable vs. unacceptable, or positive 
vs. negative, forms of sexual behavior is important because every item of textual data which 
Suetonius includes in the biographies has the primary function of characterizing the biographical 
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subject—and as we have seen, comments on an individual’s sexual behavior played a large role 
in reflecting positively or negatively on a person’s character in Roman society.  
In the first reference to Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes, Suetonius actually 
provides the reader with minimal information. Therefore the reader must base most of her 
interpretation of the episode on the terms used to describe the relationship, as well as the textual 
context in which the anecdote appears. The episode reads (2): 
Stipendia prima in Asia fecit Marci Thermi praetoris contubernio, a quo ad accersendam 
classem in Bithyniam missus desedit apud Nicomeden, non sine rumore prostratae regi 
pudicitiae. quem rumorem auxit intra paucos rursus dies repetita Bithynia per causam 
exigendae pecuniae quae deberetur cuidam libertino clienti suo. reliqua militia secundiore 
fama fuit, et a Thermo in expugnatione Mytilenarum corona ciuica donatus est. 
 
His first military service he performed in Asia in the attendance of the governor Marcus 
Thermus. When Thermus sent Caesar to Bithynia to raise a fleet, he dawdled with 
Nicomedes, not without the rumor of having prostituted himself to the king. He increased 
this rumor when, within a few days of his return, he went back to Bithynia under the 
pretext of exacting payment which was owed to a certain freedman client of his. His 
remaining military service had a more favorable reputation, and for the assault of 
Mytilene he was granted the civic crown by Thermus. 
 
 As I discussed in Chapter 1, this anecdote appears in an early section of the chronological 
portion of the biography which describes Caesar’s advancement through the political ranks at 
Rome. Section 2 in particular concerns Caesar’s early military service, focusing more on 
locations and commanding officers rather than detailing any major accomplishments or 
foreshadowing his later military success through mentions of early aptitude and skill.95 The 
inclusion, therefore, of details about any sexual behavior seems discordant with the context. As 
part of the early years in Caesar’s chronological narrative, however, this specific type of sexual 
reference is actually quite fitting—it was a very common tactic in republican invective to accuse 
                                                
95 Suetonius does relate that Caesar was awarded the civic crown for services rendered in the battle at 
Mytilene, which improved the reputation he had acquired with Nicomedes: reliqua militia secundiore 
fama fuit et a Thermo in expugnatione Mytilenarum corona ciuica donatus est (2). 
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rivals of youthful years misspent in sexual transgressions, especially sexual relationships with 
older men.96 
It is interesting to consider how Suetonius presents the Nicomedes anecdote to frame 
Caesar’s characterization through terminology. First we are told that Caesar “dawdled” (desedit) 
at Nicomedes’ court. The verb desideo denotes idle inactivity, not merely remaining in one place 
for an extended period of time. In a time of war, particularly when one has been sent to 
accomplish a specific mission, this type of behavior would have been judged in a distinctly 
negative light, as we see explicitly stated just two sections later when the verb is repeated to 
describe Caesar’s motivation for taking action against Mithridates in Asia: uastante regiones 
proximas Mithridate, ne desidere in discrimine sociorum uideretur, ab Rhodo, quo pertenderat, 
transiit in Asiam…, “When Mithridates began to destroy neighboring regions, Caesar changed 
his course from Rhodes to Asia, lest he seem to dawdle while allies were in danger…” (4).97 
Suetonius then describes the nature of Caesar’s time spent with Nicomedes as resulting in 
rumors of the prostitution of his pudicitia to the king (non sine rumore prostratae regi 
pudicitiae). The most relevant term here is pudicitia, but its interpretation is influenced by the 
pairing with prostratae. Like many Latin terms which convey value-laden meaning, pudicitia 
can be difficult to translate, but it is always associated with and defined by a sexual context 
related to integrity and chastity.98 It is used in legal texts to denote “the sexual integrity of free 
                                                
96 Richlin (1992); Langlands (2006). 
97 While the term itself differs, the meaning and “romantic” context of section 2 recalls Aeneas’ 
inactivity at Dido’s court: quid struis, aut qua spe Libycis teris otia terris? “What are you contriving? 
What motivates you to waste time on these Libyan shores?” (Verg. A. 4.271). The verb desideo appears 
only 3 times in Suetonius’ extant corpus: twice in the DJ, and once in de Gramm. et Rhet 25.1.15 
98 See Langlands (2006) for detailed discussions about the importance of this virtue in Roman society, 
and the multiple ways in which it was negotiated and defined—for both men and women. 
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Romans which must be protected by law against the transgressive sexual intercourse (stuprum) 
that would damage or destroy it.”99 Consequently, the virtue of pudicitia is closely tied to the 
concept of freedom in Roman thought.100 In Caesar’s biography, the term pudicitia only appears 
in reference to Nicomedes (2.1; 49.1; 52.3, impudicitia) and combined with the verb prosterno 
connotes the “loss” of his sexual virtue through submission and sexual penetration.101 
In terms of characterization, the way in which Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes is 
represented depicts Caesar in a passive role—with Nicomedes as the active “destroyer” of 
Caesar’s pudicitia. This type of insult against a Roman man’s “misspent youth” occurred 
frequently in republican invective and did not necessarily represent the true nature of the 
person’s sexuality or sexual preferences.102 However, the association of pudicitia with a person’s 
autonomy and freedom over his own body potentially creates more dire implications for 
Caesar—particularly if the reader considers the symbolism of the relationship, i.e. a foreign 
power subjugating Rome. 
Beyond these implications of background knowledge concerning pudicitia and republican 
invective, there is not much else for the reader to go on, at least from the textual material itself. 
How this reflects on Caesar’s character or nature remains ambiguous—Suetonius offers no value 
judgments other than the implication that this rumor was bad for Caesar’s reputation in 
comparison to his more favorable reputation in later campaigns (reliqua militia secundiore fama 
                                                
99 The quote is taken from Langlands (2006) 21; the citation refers to Justinian’s codex, sections 47 and 
48.  
100 Seneca quipped that “Impudicitia is a crime in a freeborn person, a necessity in a slave, and a duty in 
a freedman,” (impudicitia in ingenuo crimen est, in seruo necessitas, in liberto officium, Contr. 
4.praef.10). See Langlands (2006) 1–36. 
101 In section 49.1 pudicitia is paired with the verb laedo, which also denotes destruction or violation. 
102 See Richlin (1992) 96–104; Edwards (1993) 3–32 and 63–97; Langlands (2006) 281–318. 
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fuit, 2), although this may reflect more of a comparison between inaction and action, since his 
more favorable reputation is attributed to achievements in battle (in expugnatione Mytilenarum 
corona ciuica donatus est, 2).  
The next reference to sexual behavior appears in section 7, and while the material is 
directly related to sexual behavior, it is only indirectly related to Caesar’s sexual character, since 
it occurs in a dream. However, the close connection between the concepts of section 7 (stuprum) 
and section 2 (pudicitia) creates a strong link between the two passages, and this will affect how 
the reader interprets their role in constructing the framework for Caesar’s sexual character.  
 In section 7, Caesar experiences a significant dream after visiting the Temple of Hercules 
in Gades (7.2): 
Etiam confusum eum somnio proximae noctis–nam uisus erat per quietem stuprum matri 
intulisse—coniectores ad amplissimam spem incitauerunt arbitrium terrarum orbis 
portendi interpretantes, quando mater, quam subiectam sibi uidisset, non alia esset quam 
terra, quae omnium parens haberetur. 
 
When he was disturbed by a dream he had on the following night that he had violated his 
own mother, the dream interpreters inspired in him the highest hopes by interpreting it as 
an omen that he would conquer the earth, since his mother (whom he had seen subjected 
to him) was actually the earth—the parent of everyone. 
 
In my previous discussion of Caesar’s incest dream in Chapter 1, I mentioned that interpretation 
of its relevance for Caesar’s character tends to fall into one of two camps, both of which concern 
the relationship between Caesar and power. Either the dream’s incestuous symbolism associates 
Caesar with tyrannical ambition, or the incestuous symbolism relates to Caesar’s destiny for 
power, marking him and his actions as divinely favored, and even sanctioned. Caesar’s 
characterization in this episode therefore depends to a large extent on how the reader interprets 
the symbolism of his incestuous dream, and this in turn depends on the frame(s) of knowledge 
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which the reader brings to the text, for these “general knowledge” frames103 can trigger such 
“top-down” characterization.104  
The tyrannical characterization of Caesar in section 7.2 depends on the illicit sexual 
behavior which he exhibits in his dream (stuprum). Illicit sexual behavior belonged to the 
repertoire of stock tyrant characteristics, along with cruelty (crudelitas, saeuitia), arrogance 
(superbia), the use of force (uis), and avarice (auaritia).105 These qualities were used by Roman 
orators in political invective to malign their enemies’ characters—for, much like today, it was 
often more effective to destroy someone’s political career by dismantling their character rather 
than their political policies. Tyrannical sexual behavior fell under the umbrella term libido, 
which more generally implied “despotic caprice which characterizes rule according to the desire 
of one man,”106 rather than any particular sexual lust or deviance. However, sexual lust was one 
of the concrete ways to translate libido, and tyrannical lust was traditionally actualized through 
rape.107  
The association of tyrants with rape had a long tradition going back at least to Herodotus. 
In the so-called “Constitutional Debate” in book 3 of the Histories, the Persian Otanes describes 
the tyrant as a ruler who destroys established order, rapes women, and sentences men to death 
without trial.108 The stock tyrant of Greek tragedy was also sometimes characterized by his 
                                                
103 See Minsky (1977); Shapiro (1987); Emmott (1997) 23; Herman (2011). 
104 Top-down characterization occurs when the reader constructs a “mental model of a character on thh 
basis of pre-existing types of categories (both literary and ‘real’); one piece of information about the 
character activates a ‘package’ of corresponding expectations and knowledge about the character’s traits 
and dispositions” (De Temmerman (2017) xvi). 
105 See Dunkle (1967) and (1971) for this list of tyrannical attributes. 
106 Dunkle (1967) 168.  
107 Rape being one of the most typical acts of the tyrant; see Dunkle (1967) 169.  
108 Hdt. Hist. 3.80.5: νόµαιά τε κινέει πάτρια καὶ βιᾶται γυναῖκας κτείνει τε ἀκρίτους. 
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penchant for rape, as Theseus describes with somewhat metonymical language in Euripides’ 
Supplices: ἤ παρθενεύειν παῖδας ἐν δόµοις καλῶς, τερπνὰς τυράννοις ἡδονάς, ὅταν θέλῃ, δάκρυα 
δ’ ἑτοιµάζουσι; (452–54). Some Roman literary examples which associated tyrants with rape 
include Livy’s description of Appius Claudius,109 and Seneca’s depiction of Lycus in Hercules 
Furens, where Lycus threatens Megara with rape to produce legitimate heirs.110 Cicero’s charges 
against Verres in 70 BCE present more explicit (and abundant) associations of lust and rape with 
tyrannical behavior.111 
Caesar’s illicit sexual behavior in the dream is described as stuprum matri intulisse. 
According to Adams, originally stuprum meant “disgrace” in general, and eventually came to 
designate sexual disgrace.112 The term can refer to adulterous relations or seductions,113 
specifically denote incest,114 and is sometimes associated specifically with tyrannical rape.115 It 
does not necessarily describe forcible violation, but this is often its meaning.116 In Suetonius’ 
                                                
109 Livy 3.45.8: ideo in liberos quoque nostros coniugesque regnum uestrae libidini datum est. 
110 Seneca Hercules Furens 494. Lycus characterizes himself with the both the terms rex and tyrannus.  
111 These examples are discussed by Dunkle (1967) and include: 1.14, Verres charged with imposing his 
lust on the children and wives of Sicilian citizens; 2.4.116 and 2.5.28, where Cicero claims Verres raped 
free-born girls and matrons; 2.1.62, for charges of rape while Verres served as legate under Cn. Dolabella; 
and 2.1.82, where Cicero draws the explicit connection between rape and tyranny (tyrannum libidinosum 
crudelemque). See also Langlands (2006) 281–318. 
112 Adams (1982) 200–1. 
113 Quint. 4.2.98. 
114 Sen. Oed. 664; Columella 7.6.3 describes incestuous behavior by a young goat with the phrase 
matrem stupro supervenit. 
115 Sen. Oct. 303. 
116 Sall. Hist. frag. 3.98; Tac. Ann. 14.31. 
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biographies, we find the term being employed to describe the whole spectrum of sexual behavior, 
but rarely in a context of forced sexual violence.117  
In Williams’ more recent evaluation of stuprum’s nuanced meaning, he noted: “Roman 
writers often use the term stuprum to describe the offense consisting in the violation of the sexual 
integrity of freeborn Romans of either sex.”118 This conceptualization of the term draws out its 
intimate connection with pudicitia, sexual integrity.119 Caesar’s incest dream has now been 
linked to the brief mention of his affair with Nicomedes back in section 2, creating the potential 
for a reader to connect the two sections in a causal chain—Caesar’s loss of pudicitia has led to 
his own perpetration of stuprum.120 While this trajectory of sexual transgression did not always 
apply to tyrannical characterization, the specific connection with incest in the context of Caesar’s 
                                                
117 Aug. 68.1.3: Mark Antony attributed Octavian’s adoption to stuprum with Caesar; Tib. 35.1.5: 
Tiberius allows a Roman eques to divorce his wife who in stupro generi compertam; Tib. 44.2.9: Tiberius 
constupraret an attendant and his brother the flute player; Cal. 12.2.3: Caligula seduces Ennia Naevia into 
an adulterous relationship (sollicitavit ad stuprum); Cal. 24.1.1: Caligula lived in habitual incest with all 
his sister (cum omnibus sororibus suis consuetudinem stupri fecit); Cal. 24.3.6: letters of his sisters 
procured by fraud and stupro (seduction?); Cal. 36.1.3-4: Caligula’s relationships with Marcus Lepidus, 
Mnester, and hostages (dilexisse fertur commercio mutui stupri); Valerius Catulus declared stupratum a 
se and to have been tired out by his contubernio; Nero 35.3.1: Nero bribes Anicetus to admit he commited 
adultery with Octavia, for he wanted to divorce her on these grounds (dolo stupratam a se fateretur); 
Otho 2.2.6: accused of having this type of relationship with Nero’s friends to gain their favor 
(consuetudine mutui stupri); Vit. 12.1.4: had a relationship with the freedman Asiaticus in his youth (hunc 
adulescentulum mutua libidine constupratum); Dom. 8.4.6: the lovers of Cornelia, the chief-Vestal, were 
beaten to death (stupratoresque). 
118 Williams (2010) 103; see pp. 103–136 for Williams’ full discussion of the term. 
119 This relationship was noted and discussed by Williams (2010) 106–9. 
120 Langlands (2006) noted that this trajectory of “passive” sexual penetration to commiting acts of 
stuprum on others was also a common theme in villainous biographies, the beginnings of which we can 
see in Livy’s description (39.8–19) of the Bacchanalian scandal of 186 BCE where acts of stuprum 
committed on young men “engender[ed] in men the desire to inflict stuprum on others” (85). 
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stuprum in section 7 does potentially activate the tyrant model for Caesar, and now the early 
rumors of impudicitia hold more weight in constructing his sexual character.  
Such tyrannical associations of Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes may be further 
strengthened when we consider the connection between the language of subjugation and 
conquering the world. Immediately before he experienced the incest dream, Caesar visited the 
Temple of Hercules at Gades where he saw a statue of Alexander the Great, which prompted 
Caesar to groan aloud that that Alexander had conquered the world (orbem terrarum subegisset) 
while he had accomplished nothing. The soothsayers then interpreted Caesar's dream as 
foretelling his mastery of the world (arbitrium terrarum orbis) since his mother, whom he had 
seen in the dream as subject to him (subiectam sibi vidisset), actually represented the earth, 
which is parent to all (non alia esset quam terra, quae omnium parens haberetur). The 
association of conquering with sexual action is again emphasized through use of the verb 
subigere, this time in connection with Nicomedes in the popular song which Caesar's soldiers 
sang at his Gallic triumph (49):  
Gallias Caesar subegit, Nicomedes Caesarem; 
Ecce Caesar nunc triumphat qui subegit Gallias, 
Nicomedes non triumphat qui subegit Caesarem. 
 
“Caesar conquered Gaul, and Nicomedes conquered Caesar; 
look, Caesar who conquered the Gauls now triumphs,  
but Nicomedes who conquered Caesar does not.” 
 
Thus far the reader has encountered Caesar being connected with two concepts of sexual 
behavior which were deeply seeped in negative associations in Roman thought, with close ties to 
tyrannical behavior. The other sexual references in the biography complement these initial 




 The next two references to Caesar’s sexual character occur through associations with 
effeminate behavior. In section 22, Caesar’s joy in acquiring the Gallic provinces for his pro-
consulship prompted him to boast to the senate that, since he had now gained his highest wish to 
the annoyance of his opponents, he would “dance on all their heads” (quo gaudio elatus non 
temperauit quin paucos post dies frequenti curia iactaret inuitis et gementibus aduersaris 
adeptum se quae concupisset, proinde ex eo insultaturum omnium capitibus, 22.2). Caesar’s 
sexually charged boast prompted one of the senators to bite back that this would not be an easy 
feat for a woman (negante quodam per contumeliam facile hoc ulli feminae fore, 22.2). 
Unfortunately the full force of this exchange, like many ancient jokes, is lost on the modern 
reader since we lack the necessary cultural knowledge to fully appreciate the innuendo. 
However, we can deduce that Caesar’s boast that he would “dance on all their heads” contained 
sexual innuendo related to penetrative actions performed with male genitalia—as we can glean 
from the senator’s comment that to do so would be difficult for a woman, presumably because 
she lacked the required equipment. That “dancing on heads” referred to penetrative activity is 
made clear through Caesar’s reply to the senator about famous women conquerors. In Roman 
thought, penetration was associated with dominance and could be used metonymically to 
describe military (and political) dominance.121  
 The anecdote in section 22 resumes the sexual material from sections 2 and 7 in a 
complementary way. Caesar’s loss of pudicitia to Nicomedes implicated him in a sexually 
“passive” role, thus aligning him with women. As Williams notes, “…men who willingly play 
                                                
121 See Edwards (1993) 95, on the analogy between sex and war; Williams (2010) 18 describes this as 
the “Priapic model” of Roman sexuality, in which “penetration is subjugation…and masculinity is 
domination.” The same analogy is invoked in Caesar’s incest dream in section 7, as well as the soldier’s 
song in section 49. 
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the receptive role in penetrative acts are imagined thereby to have abrogated their masculine 
privilege, to have assimilated themselves to the inferior status of women, and are thus liable to 
ridicule and scorn.”122 The senator’s insult in section 22 shows the direct aftermath of those 
rumors about Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes—a senator attempts to humiliate Caesar by 
calling him a woman in a distinctly sexual context involving penetration.  
In section 45 the reader learns about Caesar’s personal grooming habits and style of 
dress. These topics could also be employed in charges of effeminacy, and the details which 
Suetonius relates about Caesar’s practices align quite well with those insults, particularly his 
shaving routine and attention to depilation, as well as wearing loosely belted, long-sleeved 
tunics.123 Interestingly, Suetonius does not situate this material in a sexual context, and Sulla’s 
remark about Caesar’s ill-girt tunic is the only textual hint that Caesar’s style and grooming were 
perceived in a negative light—but the exact nature of that negativity is never stated.124 We 
should also consider the fact that Suetonius chose not to include the anecdote about Cicero’s 
remarks concerning Caesar’s carefully arranged hair and tendency to scratch his head with one 
finger, signs which were also associated with mollitia and effeminate behavior.125 However, even 
if the textual context does not explicitly guide the reader to interpret the material about Caesar’s 
grooming and style as contributing to the frame of his (reported) sexual nature, the reader’s 
cultural knowledge of such associations with these topics would have influenced interpretation.  
                                                
122 Williams (2010) 18–19. 
123 For these details about Caesar, see Edwards (1993) 90; see Edwards (1993) 68–70 for a discussion 
of the signs of mollitia in Roman men. 
124 I discuss the relevance of Sulla’s remark in more detail below. 
125 Plutarch includes this anecdote at Jul. 4.4; see Edwards (1993) 63 and 90 for a brief discussion of the 
anecdote and associations with mollitia. 
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 Suetonius overtly focuses on Caesar’s sexual nature in sections 49–52, which he clearly 
marks with the topical headings pudicitia (sexual integrity), libidines (desires), matrimonia 
(married women), and dilexit (he loved). While these sections provide explicit material 
concerning sexual themes, the reader has already been primed to expect Caesar to display certain 
attributes, or act in certain ways, when it comes to sexual relationships based on the material 
encountered in earlier sections. Indeed, even the immediately preceding sections (45–48) may 
have alerted the reader to be aware of sexual undertones: his careful attention to grooming and 
exotic style of dress (circa corporis curam morosior, tonderetur diligenter, raderetur, uelleretur, 
cultu notabilem (45), as well as his extreme fondness for elegance and luxury (munditiarum 
lautitarumque studiosissimum (46–7), were some of the topics associated with mollitia and 
inclinations to sexual excess.126 
Catherine Edwards has argued that charges of effeminacy against Roman men, 
particularly those active in political life, functioned more as a form of humiliation than as a 
response to actual sexual practices or behavior.127 We saw evidence of this in the example 
discussed above of the anonymous senator referring to Caesar as a woman—and Caesar’s ability 
to spin the joke to suit his own ends. The material in sections 45–48 concerning Caesar’s 
grooming habits and fondness for luxury also contribute to an effeminate depiction. This trend 
continues in section 49, where all of the contemporary evidence which Suetonius cites about 
Caesar’s relationship with Nicomedes functions to emasculate Caesar by delegating him to the 
woman’s sexual role. Charges of effeminacy also associated the target with excessive interest in 
                                                
126 Edwards (1993) 5, 137 ff.; Duff (1999) 94–7. 
127 Edwards (1993) 68. 
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sex and adultery, in what Edwards refers to as an “oxymoronic combination.”128 The topics of 
Caesar’s sexual behavior in sections 49–52 follow this same trajectory. All of the other examples 
detailing Caesar’s sexual behavior concern his excessive libidines and numerous adulterous 
affairs with Roman women, provincial wives, and foreign queens, culminating in the quote by 
the Elder Curio as evidence of Caesar’s impudicitia and adulterium.129  
 Thanks to the careful studies of scholars like Edwards, Richlin, Langlands, Williams, and 
others, we have been able to reconstruct the cultural knowledge which Suetonius’ readers 
probably brought to this text, and how that knowledge may have influenced their interpretation 
of the material concerning Caesar’s sexual nature. However, what is less clear is how this 
material functions in Suetonius’ narrative itself, or rather how Suetonius utilized this material to 
characterize Caesar. Even though the themes may echo those used by Cicero in his portrayals of 
Antony’s and Verres’ degenerate characters, can we conclude that Suetonius employs them to 
the same end? In other words, does Suetonius’ organization and presentation of the sexual 
material contribute to a tyrannical frame of Caesar’s character?  
 The preceding discussion has focused on the relationship between sexuality and political 
stability in Roman thought. As Edwards stated, “Uncontrolled sexuality, as manifested in both 
adultery and homosexual activity, was felt to pose a threat to the moral order of the state.”130 The 
                                                
128 Edwards (1993) 83. See also Duff (1999) 94–7; Langlands (2006); Williams (2010) 122–25. 
Adultery was considered a form of stuprum in that it involved the violation of a freeborn citizen, and 
could potentially disrupt the social order by calling into question paternity and the power of the 
household’s paterfamilias. 
129 On Suetonius’ practice of revealing the high status of women with whom emperors had affairs, Duff 
(1999) notes that “the sexual act itself is not what is at stake but the affront caused to the elite by such 
‘tyrannical’ behavior” (95–6). 
130 Edwards (1993) 91. 
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examples of Caesar displaying such behavior could have been interpreted by Suetonius’ readers 
to correspond to this model, thus functioning as evidence of Caesar’s eventual disruption of the 
political system at Rome. Indeed, Sulla’s second warning to the Optimates in section 49 to 
“beware the ill-girt boy” draws a direct correlation between Caesar’s perceived sexuality and its 
potentially disruptive effect on the political system. But how far do these examples go in 
contributing to a tyrannical characterization for Caesar? 
 The tyrannical characterization of Caesar in these sections depends on the tyrannical 
association of illicit sexual behavior. Often tyrannical lust was qualified by its fulfillment 
through violent force or unlawful actions. As Duff notes, “violent or unlawful fulfilment of 
sexual lusts carried with them in antiquity associations of tyrannical behavior.”131   
 Does Caesar exhibit similarly violent or unlawful behavior? In section 50 his affairs with 
Roman women are described as: pronum et sumptuosum in libidines fuisse constans opinio est 
plurimasque et illustres feminas corrupisse…, “It is well known that he was prone to sexual 
desires and extravagant in his affairs, and that he took possession of many respectable 
women…”. Note the adjectives used to qualify Caesar’s libidines in comparison to how the 
libidines of Tarquinius, Appius, Verres, and even Clodius are described. Tarquinius was seized 
by an “evil desire” to rape Lucretia (mala libido Lucretiae per uim stuprandae capit, Livy 
1.57.10); nearly the same language is used to describe Appius’ desire for Verginia, surely to 
recall the Lucretia episode (uirginis plebeiae stuprandae libido cepit, Livy 3.44.2); Verres 
harbored “shameful desires” (libidines flagitiosae, Verr. 1.24) as well as “unrestrained and 
ungoverned lusts” (indomitas cupiditates atque effrenatas, Verr. 1.62); Clodius burned with the 
most shameful lust (turpissima libidine incensus, Prov. 24). In the passages about Caesar, 
                                                
131 Duff (1999) 95. 
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Suetonius characterizes Caesar’s sexual nature in terms of its copiousness, as evidenced by the 
numerous women with whom he had affairs, as well as his extravagance toward those partners. 
There is no hint of rape or forceful violation fueled by unbridled lusts. The term used to describe 
his affairs with Roman women, corrupisse, focuses the reader’s attention on Caesar’s taking 
possession of these women, thus framing the relationships in terms of Caesar vs. cuckolded 
husband, with the woman in between as a sexual commodity. It does not denote forceful 
violation. On Suetonius’ practice of revealing the high status of women with whom emperors 
had affairs, Duff noted that “the sexual act itself is not what is at stake but the affront caused to 
the elite by such ‘tyrannical’ behavior.”132 Eventually this aspect of adulterium does come to the 
forefront in the biographies, and Suetonius may be planting the seed for it here. Consequently, if 
Suetonius’ depiction of Caesar’s libidines display any tyrannical tendencies, it is through the 
accumulation of others’ property and powers.133  
Supernatural  Frame 
Gugel argued that the portents throughout the DVC formed part of Suetonius’ biographical 
method, and that their use and inclusion in a biography was intended to underline the narrative 
plot, characterize the emperor through motifs, or mark decisive moments in an emperor’s life.134 
Gugel identified ambition and disregard for religion as the two major thematic strands which run 
through Caesar’s biography, highlighted through the use of portents, and argued that together 
these themes built up to the tyrannical reveal in section 76. I would like to turn now to consider 
the construction of the “supernatural frame” in the biography, which I argue incorporates more 
                                                
132 Duff (1999) 95–6. 
133 Other references to Caesar’s desires in the biography corroborate this connection between desire and 
power, rather than purely sexual desire: Iul. 22.2; 30.5; 76.2. 
134 Gugel (1977). 
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than spreta religione and contributes to the thematic coherence of Caesar’s character by 
connecting his internal ambitions for political power to divine approval, thus simultaneously 
tempering his ambitions by giving them divine sanction, as well as establishing a model of divine 
authority for future emperors. 
 The supernatural frame in Caesar’s biography is actually composed of two strands of 
related material, with each strand functioning to develop a distinct theme for Caesar’s 
characterization. The first strand of material is properly related to the “supernatural” and is 
composed of portents, prodigies, and prophetic dreams. The second strand of material is related 
to religio and proper observance of its practices. Gugel combined these two into the topic of 
“portents,” and saw the prodigies functioning to characterize Caesar’s ambition, while the other 
material related to religio showed evidence of Caesar’s disdain for religion. Gugel’s assessment 
certainly identified important themes which run through Caesar’s biography, particularly 
ambition, as I have discussed above, but he failed to notice the underlying implications of the 
purely “supernatural” anecdotes and the inherent conflict which arises when the supernatural 
material is considered together with Caesar’s behavior toward religio. Beyond voicing and 
confirming Caesar’s ambition, the anecdotes about supernatural occurrences also establish that 
Caesar possessed a close relationship to the gods, even divine favor from them. This seems to be 
in direct conflict with Caesar’s repeated displays of disregard or open disdain for religio. How 
then can these two strands of the supernatural and religio come together to create thematic 
coherence in Caesar’s biography? 
 The very first example of supernatural material introduces this tension. In section 7.2 we 
saw Caesar experience the incest dream which was interpreted to symbolize his future 
domination of the earth. I have already shown how both the content of the dream (incest) and the 
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language used to describe that content (stuprum) may have invoked for Suetonius’ reader 
implications of tyranny. In addition to illicit sexual behavior, impiety was another trait associated 
with tyranny.135 As the reader progresses through the narrative, she finds that all of the following 
anecdotes related to religio also contribute to a tyrannical frame of characterization by showing 
Caesar acting impiously through disregard for, or even open disdain of, religious signs as well as 
through violation of sacred spaces: 
in Gallia fana templaque deum donis referta expilauit…postea uero euidentissimis rapinis 
ac sacrilegis et onera bellorum ciuilium et triumphorum ac munerum sustinuit impendia. 
(54.2) 
 
In Gaul he pillaged sanctuaries and temples of the gods for votive offerings…indeed later 
he supported the immense costs of the civil wars, triumphs, and games by means of the 
most conspicuous plundering and sacrilege. (54.2) 
 
ne religione quidem ulla a quoquam incepto absterritus umquam uel retardatus est. cum 
immolanti aufugisset hostia, profectionem aduersus Scipionem et Iubam non distulit, 
prolapsus etiam in egressu nauis uerso ad melius omine, ‘teneo te,’ inquit, ‘Africa.’ ad 
eludendas autem uaticinationes quibus felix et inuictum in ea prouincia fataliter 
Scipionum nomen ferebatur despectissimum quendam ex Corneliorum genere cui ad 
opprobrium uitae Saluitoni cognomen erat in castris secum habuit. (59) 
 
Once he had begun something he was never frightened off or hindered by any religious 
custom. When the sacrificial victim escaped from him during the ceremony, he did not 
delay his departure to fight Scipio and Juba. When he fell as he disembarked from the 
ship, he turned it into a favorable omen by claiming, “I hold you, Africa.” To mock the 
prophecies which claimed that, according to fate, the name of Scipio was fortunate and 
invincible in that province, he kept with him in the camp a certain man of the Cornelian 
gens whose scandalous lifestyle gave him the nickname Salutio. (59) 
 
eoque arrogantiae progressus est, ut haruspice tristia et sine corde exta quondam 
nuntiante futura diceret laetiora, cum uellet; nec pro ostento ducendum, si pecudi cor 
defuisset. (77) 
 
                                                
135 See Dunkle (1967) 162–3 and (1971) 15 for examples in Greek and Roman literature, with much of 




He reached such a degree of arrogance that when the haruspex announced that the 
sacrificial victim lacked a heart, Caesar replied that they would be more favorable when 
he wished, and that it should not be reckoned a portent if a victim lacked a heart. (77) 
 
dein pluribus hostiis caesis, cum litare non posset, introiit curiam spreta religione 
Spurinnamque irridens et ut falsum arguens, quod sine ulla sua noxa Idus Martiae 
adessent: quanquam is uenisse quidem eas diceret, sed non praeterisse. (81.4) 
 
Then after many sacrifices had been made, when he was not able to obtain favorable 
omens, he entered the curia, scorning religious rites, and laughed at Spurinna, declaring 
him deceitful since the Ides of March had come and yet he remained unharmed. Spurinna 
replied that the Ides had come, but they had not yet passed. (81.4) 
 
On the other hand, as the first example of a “supernatural” event Caesar’s experience of the 
incest dream also establishes a positive thread of characterization.136 This dream characterizes 
Caesar externally as divinely favored while simultaneously confirming an internal 
characterization of his ambition.  
 Historical precedent (or perhaps legendary precedent) had already established an 
association between powerful individuals and dreams in Rome, beginning with her kings.137 
                                                
136 Dodson (2009) notes that Suetonius downplays the dream proper and emphasizes its interpretation: 
“The dream proper is a symbolic dream that portends, according to the professional interpreters, the 
future reign of Julius” (113). Wardle (2009) argues that Suetonius characterizes Caesar here as one who is 
“divinely destined to power and conscious of his destiny,” while at the same time acutely aware of and 
receptive to religious portents. 
137 Indeed this seems to have been the traditional practice in many monarchical societies for which we 
have evidence. See e.g., Gilgamesh’s dreams; Oppenheim (1956) on dreams in the ancient Near East, 
with comments on Egyptian dreams; most of the dreams reported by Herodotus focus on foreign, non-
Greek monarchical rulers (Croesus, 1.34; Astyages, 1.107–8; Cyrus, 1.209; Egyptian king Sabacos, 
2.139; Egyptian king Sethos, 2.141; Cambyses, 3.3; Xerxes, 7.12, 19; the exceptions include: daughter of 
Polycrates, tyrant of Samos, 3.124–5; the Athenian tyrant Hipparchus, 5.55–6; the Athenian tyrant 
Hippias, 6.107; and Pericles’ mother, 6.131); the many dreams of Alexander the Great; dreams of 
Hannibal and Hamilcar. For references of the dreams experienced by republican Roman generals or heads 
of state, see Kragelund (2001); Harris (2009) 174–80; Harrisson (2013) 79–124. 
141 
 
Aeneas may have seen his and Rome’s future in a dream;138 Numa claimed to have nocturnal 
conversations with the nymph Egeria;139 Tarquinius Superbus’ dream predicted his own 
downfall.140 Leaders of the middle Republic made use of dreams for military and political 
purposes: the consul P. Decius Mus was instructed in a dream to perform a devotio to defeat the 
Latins;141 Scipio Africanus made frequent use of dreams to ensure political and military 
success;142 Lucius Marcius roused his army to keep strong hold of Spain by referencing dreams 
he had of the Scipios.143 In the late Republican period, Sulla renewed the practice:144 he claimed 
he was instructed by Aphrodite to dedicate an inscription in Caria;145 he dreamed that Ma-
Bellona handed him a thunderbolt;146 the younger C. Marius was warned in a dream not to battle 
against Sulla;147 and his imminent death was foretold to him in a dream.148 Kragelund149 notes 
                                                
138 According to Fabius Pictor; see Cic. Div. 1.43; D. S. 7.5. 
139 Livy 1.19.5, cited as one of the methods Numa used to prevent his citizens from falling into 
extravagance and idleness. Livy (and perhaps Numa?) leaves it ambiguous as to whether or not these 
nocturnal conversations occurred while Numa slept (simulat sibi cum dea Egeria congressus nocturnos 
esse). 
140 Cic. Div. 1.44–5.  
141 Livy 8.6.11. 
142 He persuades his mother to let him stand as a candidate for the aedilship by claiming he saw his 
victory in a dream (Polyb. 10.4.5); he inspires his soldiers in their siege of New Carthage by telling them 
that Neptune granted his divine assurance in a dream (Polyb. 10.11.7–8); Livy comments negatively on 
Scipio’s frequent use of dreams to manipulate the Roman multitudo (26.19.3–4), but Polybius praises this 
strategy as evidence of Scipio’s sound judgment and mental ability (10.2.6–7). 
143 In 211 BCE; Livy 25.38.5. On the lack of another record for over a century, Harris (2009) 176 
remarks that “his peers largely disapproved.” Cf. Kragelund (2001) 86. 
144 Sulla is thought to have recorded his dreams in his autobiography, which later writers presumably 
used as a source.  
145 Appian BC 1.97.453–55. 
146 Plut. Sulla 9, an event which Plutarch dates to 88 BCE. 
147 Plut. Sulla 28, which Plutarch dates to 82 BCE. 
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that Sulla’s example was followed by military dynasts during the final years of the republic, 
including Sertorius,150 Lucullus,151 Pompey,152 and Crassus.153 Later, Augustus will follow 
Sulla’s model even more closely by recording and circulating some of his dreams in his own 
memoirs,154 as part of a self-fashioning program of depicting himself as divinely favored and 
destined for greatness. 
 What (literary) model was being activated by these Roman men who publicly invoked 
dreams of a divine nature? Epic heroes often experienced dreams, usually message dreams, 
which simultaneously advanced the plot and characterized the hero as divinely favored.155 Most 
of the dreams in tragedy are experienced by women,156 so it is unlikely that any direct models 
come from tragic works. When we turn to historiography we find that Herodotus seems to 
provide the closest model for dreams being experienced by male leaders, and these leader-
                                                                                                                                                       
148 Plut. Sulla 37; but Appian BC 1.105.492 does not mention it 
149 Kragelund (2001). 
150 Plut. Sert. 11.7; 20.2–3; Gell. NA 15.22; Val. Max. 1.2.4. 
151 Plut. Luc. 12.1. 
152 Plut. Pomp. 23. 
153 Plut. Crass. 12.4. 
154 Aug. de vita sua fr. 2P (Cicero) and 10P (Artorius). For the connection between Augustus’ and 
Sulla’s memoirs, see Smith (2009), Thein (2009), and Wiseman (2009).  
155 Examples of divine message dreams from Greek and Roman epic: Agamemnon (Il. 2.1–35); Aeneas 
(A. 3.150–71, Penates; 4.557–72; Mercury; 8.30–78, Tiberinus); C. Claudius Nero (Sil. Ital. Pun. 15.546–
64). Message dreams in Roman epic are never misinterpreted, because 1) they are message dreams; 2) 
their function is to advance the plot, not necessarily characterization. Agamemnon’s dream is the 
exception, and provides the model for misinterpreted dreams in Herodotus. Epic dreams do not depict 
consultation of professional dream interpreters (but then neither do most of the reported dreams of Scipio, 
Sulla, and Augustus; only Caesar does).  
156 With the excpetion of the charioteer’s dream in Euripides’ Rhesus 780–6. 
143 
 
dreamers are mostly foreign kings.157 In the Histories dreams usually function as a narrative 
device to unfold the tragic characterization of a king; consequently, most of the dreams’ 
meanings are misinterpreted, either by the dreamer himself or the interpreters whom he 
consults.158 The dreams in Herodotus serve a tragic function, but this tragic function depends on 
the preconceived notions that dreams come from the gods, they can tell the future, and they 
appear to kings because of a privileged relationship to the gods. Indeed, Cyrus explicitly 
connects dreams to divine favor when he claims to Hystaspes that the gods care for him and thus 
show him what will happen in the future.159 
Based on the literary models of epic heroes and historical examples of foreign kings, it 
follows that an individual could be characterized in specific ways by the very act of experiencing 
a divine dream: divine dreams mark a man as a hero,160 as a king, or both. Either way, the 
primary importance of such a characterization highlights the individual’s privileged relationship 
with the gods. Such is the case with the examples of Scipio, Sulla, and later Augustus. These 
men employed elements of the supernatural—dreams, portents, omens—to bolster their own 
authority. The historical Caesar, however, does not seem to have put much stock in the 
                                                
157 The male dreamers in Herodotus tend to be eastern kings (Lydian, Persian, Median, Egyptian), with 
the exceptions of Hipparchus and Hippias, the Athenian tyrants.  
158 There are only two examples of dreamers consulting interpreters about a dream in the Histories: 
1.107–8 (Astyages’ dreams about Mandane); 7.19 (Xerxes’ dream of the olive bough). More often the 
king interprets the dream himself, usually incorrectly (if not in the symbolism itself, then in how it will be 
achieved): 1.34 (Croesus); 1.209 (Cyrus); 2.139 (Sabacos of Egypt); 2.141 (Sethos of Egypt); 3.3 
(Cambyses); 6.107 (Hippias); 7.12 (Xerxes). 
159 Hdt. 1.209: ἐµεῦ θεοὶ κήδονται καί µοι πάντα προδεικνύουσι τὰ ἐπιφερόµενα. 
160 By “hero” I mean an individual who is distinguished by the characteristics of the mythic hero found 
in myth and epic: they perform extraordinary deeds, are founders of cities and sanctuaries, claim divine 
heritage, and receive semi-divine status and cult worship after (a usually violent and early) death. See  
Ekroth (2010) 100–15 for a more nuanced definition, esp. pp. 103–5. 
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supernatural, and never in his own writings attributed military success or failure to divine 
intervention (BG 1.12).161 T. P. Wiseman has observed that Caesar seems to be the “odd man out 
among the three Romans of the first century BC who achieved supreme power through civil war. 
The other two, Sulla and Augustus, evidently believed that the gods were manifest in their lives 
and gave them victory.”162  
Viewed in this context, the inclusion of an anecdote early on in the Life about Caesar 
experiencing an incest dream which was interpreted by professionals to prophecy his future 
domination of the world takes on higher significance, both for the characterization of Suetonius’ 
Caesar, and for the program of Suetonius’ biographical series. Suetonius must fashion a Caesar 
who can bridge the gap in self-presentation between Sulla and Augustus by showing that there 
were clear indications early in Caesar’s life that he possessed divine favor and was destined to 
rule Rome as an autocrat. Sulla received a prophecy relatively late in his career about his future 
domination of Rome from a haruspex,163 while Augustus’ future greatness was foretold even 
before his birth by dreams and other omens.164 It should not be surprising, then, that Caesar’s 
magical moment occurs relatively early in his political career (during his quaestorship), but after 
                                                
161 Wiseman (2009); Wardle (2009) offers a more nuanced view of Caesar and religion. 
162 Wiseman (2009) 112. Cf. Smith (2009), who notes that Augustus’ autobiography was as different 
from Caesar’s comentarii as Caesar’s were from Sulla’s Memoirs, and concludes that “[o]f all the models 
before him, perhaps appropriately, Augustus did not flinch from choosing that of Sulla” (79). 
163 See Thein (2009). 
164 Suet. Aug. 94–96. 
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he has reached adulthood; in other words, in the middle between Sulla’s late prophecy and 
Augustus’ prenatal omens.165 
However, the omens concerning Caesar’s destiny for power must reach beyond those of 
Sulla in order to pave the way for Augustus and the subsequent emperors. Caesar’s incest dream 
must do more than just operate as a symbolic omen of his future power and evidence of divine 
favor: it must also establish a link with kings and monarchical rule.166 The surrounding narrative 
context of Caesar’s incest dream highlights a connection to regal characterization. In the section 
which immediately precedes Caesar’s visit to Gades and dream, we are presented with Caesar’s 
laudatio funebris which he delivered at the funeral for his aunt Julia and wife Cornelia. In this 
speech, the narrator allows Caesar to present his own genealogy in his own words, and in it he 
establishes the important themes of regal sanctitas, divine caerimonia, and the undeniable power 
of their combination. As this anecdote appears near the beginning of the Life it estabishes a 
major characterization of Caesar against which later information can be compared. Caesar relates 
that his lineage is exceptional, and his descent from both the kings and gods validates any claims 
to power he might make: “Therefore in our stock there is the sanctity (sanctitas) of the kings, 
                                                
165 The beginning of Suetonius’ Diuus Iulius seems to be missing, and so it is possible that Suetonius 
began Caesar’s Life with prenatal omens (perhaps including dreams). However, the fact that no such 
childhood anecdotes have survived about Caesar from any sources, and that Plutarch’s Life of Caesar also 
begins in Caesar’s adulthood, makes me think this is unlikely, but not impossible.  
166 The presence of the coniectores (dream interpreters) in Caesar’s episode becomes significant in this 
context, for they recall the kingly tradition of keeping private, independent interpreters in one’s court and 
military retinue. In Roman contexts, however, examples of Roman leaders consulting diviners in their 
retinue are restricted to a military context, and those were usually haruspices, state-sanctioned interpreters 
performing sanctioned methods of divination at critical moments in war. Changes may have begun with 
Sulla, as he seems to have employed a personal haruspex, C. Postumius, as part of his military retinue to 
interpret signs and omens (see Thein (2009) 94). 
146 
 
who are very powerful among mankind, and the reverence (caerimonia) of the gods, to whom 
kings owe their power.” In this speech, Caesar defines a crucial aspect of his gens which goes 
beyond a claim of divinely sanctioned power. By referring to the sanctitas of kings and the 
caerimonia of the gods, he implies that this power, and the person who possesses it, are 
inviolable.167 
Caesar’s incest dream thus functions in two ways: first, it acts as a symbolic omen of 
Caesar’s future power. Second, it provides early evidence of the internal characterization of 
Caesar’s ambition for power, but tempers that ambition by depicting its goal as divinely 
sanctioned. In its function as a symbolic omen of future power, Caesar’s dream lays the 
groundwork for this (and other) dream motifs for the rest of the Lives.  
The other supernatural events in Caesar’s biography are also connected to his internal 
ambition of gaining power (as noted by Gugel), but continue to manifest the goal of that 
ambition as divinely favored. In section 32, Caesar hesitates to cross the Rubicon when suddenly 
an apparition of an extraordinary figure appeared sitting on the bank, playing a reed pipe. When 
some of Caesar’s soldiers broke ranks to investigate, the figure snatched one of their trumpets, 
ran down to the bank, sounded a battle-signal and crossed to the other side (32). Caesar interprets 
the event as a portent from the gods supporting his decision: “Then Caesar said, ‘Let us go where 
                                                
167 caerimonia, which the OLD defines as “sacredness, sanctity” characterizes the gods, who in turn 
grant kings their power (quorum ipsi in potestate sunt reges). The fact that their power is divinely 
appointment characterizes kings as sacrosanct (sanctitas), i.e. protected by religious sanctity.  
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the gods’ signs and injustice of our enemies beckon. The die is cast,”168 (tunc Caesar, ‘eatur,’ 
inquit, ‘quo deorum ostenta et inimicorum iniquitas uocat: iacta alea esto,’ 32). The anecdote of 
Caesar’s horse in section 61 functions similarly to his dream in section 7.2, and formal 
equivalences link the two passages together (61):169 
utebatur autem equo insigni, pedibus prope humanis et in modum digitorum ungulis 
fissis, quem natum apud se, cum haruspices imperium orbis terrae significare domino 
pronuntiassent, magna cura aluit nec patientem sessoris alterius primus ascendit; cuius 
etiam instar pro aede Veneris Genetricis postea dedicauit. 
 
He also rode a remarkable horse which had human-like feet, its hooves divided so they 
looked like toes. It was born on his estate, and when the haruspices proclaimed that these 
circumstances portended world domination for its master, Caesar raised it with great care 
and was the first to mount it, the horse allowing no other rider. Later he even erected a 
statue of the horse in front of the temple of Venus Genetrix. 
 
The placement of this anecdote has been judged as odd or out of place by some modern 
readers,170 but textually speaking it does progress neatly as a digression from the preceding 
section which described how Caesar would send away the cavalry, including his own charger, if 
the outcome of a battle seemed uncertain. Additionally, the reader needs to be reminded of 
Caesar’s positive connections with the divine, since the previous positive omen appeared back in 
                                                
168 Comparison with Plutarch’s account of this same event highlights the positive spin which Suetonius 
puts on the episode. According to Plutarch, Caesar experienced the incest dream before his fateful 
crossing of the Rubicon (32.9), and this context aligns more closely with tyrannical characterization. For 
example, Pelling (2011) ad loc. draws attention to the parallels between Caesar, Hippias, and concludes 
“Nor is Oedipus far away, and all those unhappy associations for the tyrant himself and for his state.” 
Brenk (1975) declares that the dream characterizes Caesar as a man willing to commit incest for power. 
Harrisson (2013) sees the dream linking Caesar with the tyrants Hippias and Oedipus, but for different 
purposes. In the case of Hippias, the connection suggests Caesar’s future assassination, while the 
connection with Oedipus suggests that, “like Oedipus, Caesar brought sickness and destruction by his 
violation of national boundaries” (103–4). 
169 These textual parallels were also noted by Gugel (1977). This episode also recalls the anecdote of 
Alexander and Bucephalus (Plut. Alex. 6; Vita Alexandri regis Macedonium 4.1 Trumpf). 
170 Hurley (2014) 23. 
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section 32 and four negative associations with religio have appeared within the prior seven 
sections (54; 59). This may also be an example of Suetonius attempting to insert an example of 
divine favor within a military context (the horse anecdote comes in the long topical sections 
detailing Caesar’s military character and prowess) where such material was lacking from the 
historical Caesar’s own memoirs.  
 The final supernatural events which occur in the biography concern Caesar’s death (81; 
88). These omens also highlight Caesar’s close connection to the divine, and serve as an example 
of the personalization of divine signs as Rome transitioned from republic to empire.171 The list of 
death omens itself reflects such a transition, moving from “mythical” sources to Caesar’s own 
dreams (81.1–3): 
Sed Caesari futura caedes euidentibus prodigiis denuntiata est. paucos ante menses, cum 
in colonia Capua deducti lege Iulia coloni ad extruendas uillas uetustissima sepulcra 
dissicerent idque eo studiosius facerent, quod aliquantum uasculorum operis antiqui 
scrutantes reperiebant, tabula aenea in monimento, in quo dicebatur Capys conditor 
Capuae sepultus, inuenta est conscripta litteris uerbisque Graecis hac sententia: 
quandoque ossa Capyis detecta essent, fore ut illo prognatus manu consanguineorum 
necaretur magnisque mox Italiae cladibus uindicaretur. (81.1) 
 
Caesar was made aware of his future death by clear omens. A few months earlier, when 
the colonists who were settled at Capua by the Julian law were destroying ancient graves 
to construct their houses, and were completing the task all the more eagerly because they 
had discovered certain small vessels of ancient workmanship, a bronze tablet was 
unearthed in the tomb of Capys, the founder of Capua. It bore the following Greek 
inscription: “Whenever the bones of Capys have been discovered, it would come to pass 
that his descendant would be killed by the hands of kinsmen, and his death soon avenged 
at the cost of Italy’s destruction. (81.1) 
 
proximis diebus equorum greges, quos in traiciendo Rubiconi flumini consecrarat ac 
uagos et sine custode dimiserat, comperit pertinacissime pabulo abstinere ubertimque 
flere. (81.2) 
 
A few days before, he found out that the herd of horses which he had consecrated after 
crossing the Rubicon and sent off to roam freely without a master stubbornly refused to 
graze and wept copiously. (81.2) 
                                                




et immolantem haruspex Spurinna monuit, caueret periculum, quod non ultra Martias 
Idus proferretur. (81.2) 
 
During a sacrifice the haruspex Spurinna warned him to beware danger which would 
appear on the Ides of March. (81.2) 
 
pridie autem easdem Idus auem regaliolum cum laureo ramulo Pompeianae curiae se 
inferentem uolucres uarii generis ex proximo nemore persecutae ibidem discerpserunt. 
(81.3) 
 
Moreover, on the day before the Ides a flock of birds of various types pursued a little king 
wren carrying a sprig of laurel from a neighboring grove into Pompey’s senate-house and 
tore it to pieces. (81.3) 
 
ea uero nocte, cui inluxit dies caedis, et ipse sibi uisus est per quietem interdum supra 
nubes uolitare, alias cum Ioue dextram iungere; et Calpurnia uxor imaginata est conlabi 
fastigium domus maritumque in gremio suo confodi; ac subito cubiculi fores sponte 
patuerunt. (81.3) 
 
On the very night before his murder, he himself dreamed at one point that he was flying 
above the clouds, and at another that he joined Jupiter’s right hand. His wife Calpurnia 
also dreamed that the pediment of their house crashed down and her husband was stabbed 
in her embrace; and suddenly the doors to the bedroom opened of their own accord. 
(81.3) 
 
The list of omens foretelling Caesar’s death then culminates with another example of Caesar in 
contempt of traditional practices of religio. The final moment before Caesar enters the curia 
shows him disregarding multiple inauspicious sacrifices and, “in disdain of religion” (spreta 
religio) scoffing to Spurinna that his warnings about the Ides of March were wrong. The 
supernatural events of Caesar’s biography do not conclude with this negative example. Rather, 
the biography ends with a description of the comet which appeared after his death, a sign which 
was unanimously understood to signify Caesar’s apotheosis: 
Periit sexto et quinquagensimo aetatis anno atque in deorum numerum relatus est, non ore 
modo decernentium, sed et persuasione uolgi. siquidem ludis, quos primos consecratos ei 
heres Augustus edebat, stella crinita per septem continuos dies fulsit exoriens circa 
undecimam horam, creditumque est animam esse Caesaris in caelum recepti; et hac de 




He died at 56 years of age and was accepted among the number of the gods, not only by 
official decree but also by popular belief. Since indeed, during the games which were first 
consecrated to him by Augustus, his heir, a comet burned for seven continuous days, 
rising around the eleventh hour, and it was believed to be Caesar’s spirit being received 
into heaven. And for this reason a star was added to his brow on statues. (88) 
 
 Let us return now to Gugel’s argument that the portents in Caesar’s biography reveal two 
major thematic strands for the Life: Caesar’s ambition for world domination coupled with disdain 
for religion. The anecdotes certainly do reveal these themes, but Gugel did not distinguish 
between the different types supernatural events portrayed in these anecdotes, and how the type of 
event directly influenced the characterization of Caesar it depicted, i.e. supernatural events and 
omens portrayed Caesar as divinely favored, while rituals of religio provided opportunities for 
Caesar to reject these traditional practices, or spin them for his own favor. In terms of 
contributing to a frame for Caesar’s character, the supernatural material presents the reader with 
thematic tension: how can we resolve examples of divine favor with religious contempt, and 
even impiety, to construct thematic coherence for Caesar? It seems that while the supernatural 
material does contribute to the theme of Caesar’s ambition, and thus functions in that way on a 
characterizing level, ultimately this material has the broader function of laying the groundwork 
for the shift from republican to imperial approaches to (and appropriation of) the divine for the 





In the explication of her approach to analyzing processes of narrative comprehension, Catherine 
Emmott emphasizes the important fact that “narrative is seen not just as a sequence of events but 
as events in context. From the point of view of cognitive modelling, I argue that it is not simply a 
question of readers establishing a causal link between two adjacent sentences, but of connecting 
each new sentence with the ‘global representation’ of the text.”1 In Chapter 1 I considered the 
sequentiality between adjacent sentences and the first seven sections of the DJ, while Chapter 2 
expanded the scope to consider the connections within the ‘global representation’ of Caesar’s 
biography by examining how the chronological sections at the beginning of the Life connected 
with the topical sections to construct Caesar’s character. Chapter 3 will expand Emmott’s 
concept even further beyond the scope of Caesar’s biography to examine these questions of 
structure and meaning across the ‘global representation’ of the biographical series. By using this 
type of approach, my main question will be: are we better equipped to agree or disagree with 
assessments of Suetonius’ character construction? There is disagreement about whether or not 
complexity of character has been achieved, or even intended by Suetonius. Some scholars who 
have analyzed an individual Life argue that Suetonius depicts these characters as unchanging,2 
while others have claimed that Suetonius “builds up a complex picture of character formation, in 
                                                
1 Emmott (1997) 18. 
2 Lindsay (1998) argues that Tiberius does not experience character change; Müller (1998–9) claims 
that the notion of character development in the Life of Domitian is illusory; Galtier (2009) compares 
Suetonius’ depictions of Titus and Domitian, concluding that they are presented systematically as 
opposites and that elements of one's (innate) character affect the development of personality.  
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which nature, family history, historical circumstance, and personal misfortune all play a part.”3 
More specifically, it has been argued that Suetonius’ method of arranging his material by topics 
(per species) actually makes it possible to create the “protean complexities” of an individual’s 
character, complexities which are lacking from Plutarch’s “integrated characters” whose traits 
cluster readily together.4 This last statement implies that the arrangement of material, or the form 
of the text, influences its meaning. In this chapter I apply the concepts and reading methods from 
the previous chapters to four other imperial biographies, the Diuus Augustus, the Tiberius, the 
Domitianus, and the Diuus Claudius, in an attempt to assess further the relationship between 
narrative structure and characterization. I have chosen to examine these four biographies because 
each one of them has presented some difficulty or disagreement in scholarly opinion concerning 
the portrayal of character.  
Augustus 
Some scholars have complained that characterizing Augustus seems to have been a difficult task 
for ancient writers, and that all of the extant accounts of his life and career fail to pierce beyond 
the façade of the carefully constructed public persona.5 Part of this problem stems from the fact 
that the personality and actions of triumviral Octavian sharply contradict the more moderate 
behavior of the imperial Augustus, resulting in a conflict of Jekyll and Hyde characters which is 
never adequately explained. This avoidance of explaining Augustus’ change from bad to good is 
                                                
3 O’Gorman (2011) 310. 
4 Pelling (2002) 283–288. 
5  For dissatisfaction with Augustus’ characterization across various sources, see Grimal (1986); 
Reinhold and Swan (1990) 173; Pelling (1997) 136; Toher (2015). 
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usually attributed to the difficulty of ancient biography in depicting character change or 
development, especially from negative to positive.6  
David Wardle and Rudolf Hanslik, on the other hand, have argued that the structure of 
Suetonius’ Diuus Augustus consciously characterizes Augustus in a positive light, as one who 
was “a worthy princeps and divus.”7 On a granular level, this positive construction can be seen in 
the arrangement of material in the more negative sections which detail some of Augustus’ 
questionable behavior during the triumviral years. As Wardle points out, Suetonius presents the 
negative material early in the rubric before piling on the positive so as to minimize the effect of 
the negative examples on the reader’s conception of Augustus.8 
It should be evident that those assessments of the success or failure of Augustus’ 
characterization are actually based on two different expectations. Mark Toher and others have 
based their assessment on the premise that a biography should construct an individualized 
depiction of the subject’s personality or character. If this expectation is not met, then 
characterization of the individual has failed. Wardle and Hanslik, on the other hand, are more 
concerned with whether or not Suetonius has depicted Augustus in an overall positive or 
negative light, and they focus on how the structure of material within the biography contributes 
to that type of assessment by the reader. They seem to be less concerned with questions of 
individualized personality, or revealing the man behind the mask and Augustus’ human 
personality. 
                                                
6 For the depiction of character change or development in ancient biography, see Gill (1983) and (2006) 
412–41; Toher (2015) 236; De Temmerman (2016). 
7 Wardle (2014) 32; Hanslik (1954) 99–144. 
8 Wardle (2014) 34. See also Hurley (2014) 27. 
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In what follows I apply the concept of “thematic coherence” to Augustus’ biography in 
order to assess how Suetonius arranges material for the reader to construct his character. In the 
previous chapter we saw that Suetonius created thematic coherence in the Diuus Iulius through 
formal and thematic equivalences which built on the major themes that had been established at 
the beginning of the Life, particularly the theme of ambition. The data points which contributed 
to Caesar’s character frame in the chronological sections were complemented in the topical 
sections by similar types of behavior as well as repeated anecdotes and themes. Do the 
arrangement and presentation of material in Augustus’ biography accomplish something similar? 
The overall structure of the Diuus Augustus (DA) is based on the same organizational 
principles we saw in the DJ: chronological sections which describe the subject’s life up until the 
acquisition of sole power, followed by topical sections on public administration and personal 
life:9 
1. Ancestry and life before public life (1–8) 
2. Public Life (9–60) 
3. Personal Life (61.2–97) 
4. Death and Deification (97–101) 
 
However, unlike the DJ, the chronological sections in the DA take up much less space in the 
overall narrative, which is understandable since Augustus came to power relatively early in his 
life.10 In section 61 Suetonius marks the transition from Augustus’ conduct of public affairs to 
his personal life, and the manner in which Suetonius phrases the divisio prompts the reader to 
                                                
9 This abbreviated outline is based on the structure provided by Wardle (2014) 10–12. 
10 Suetonius divides the material so that Augustus’ acquisition of power actually dates to his acceptance 
of Caesar’s inheritance in 44 BCE (in section 8), at the age of 19, rather than his assumption of the titles 




review what kind of assessment she has constructed of Augustus from the preceding material 
(Aug. 61.1): 
Quoniam qualis in imperis ac magistratibus regendaque per terrarum orbem pace 
belloque re p. fuerit, exposui, referam nunc interiorem ac familiarem eius uitam 
quibusque moribus atque fortuna domi et inter suos egerit a iuuenta usque ad supremum 
uitae diem. 
 
Since I have related what kind of person he was in his provincial and local magistracies, 
as well as in ruling the state through the world in peace and war, I will now describe his 
personal and domestic life, and with what habits and fortune he conducted himself at 
home and among his household from his youth up to the final day of his life. 
 
According to this summation of the previous sections, that material should have revealed “what 
kind of man he was,” qualis, in the various aspects of public administration.11 These qualities 
should contribute to a sense of thematic coherence for Augustus’ Life through use of formal and 
thematic equivalences across chronological and topical sections. 
However, it could be argued that Augustus’ Life lacks a clear sense of thematic coherence 
which contributes to his own characterization. Rather, any coherence which does emerge comes 
from frames which contribute to his public persona and successful administration. Any evidence 
of why Augustus was so successful in that undertaking, or what type of person was required to 
establish a lasting nouus status, is never explicitly addressed. This explains the complaints of 
Toher and others that Augustus’ characterization by ancient writers lacks personality or real 
human elements. That is not to say that Suetonius does not depict elements of Augustus’ 
personality. Some examples include his fondness for dice, watching public shows, and holidays. 
However, such examples are few and far between, restricted to the sections about his personal 
life (61–97), and never contribute to an overall framework for Augustus’ character which is 
sustained across the narrative.  
                                                
11 Suetonius uses the term qualis to refer to the subject’s character also in Cl. 25 and Dom. 1.3. 
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Even the three themes which are established at the beginning of Augustus’ biography 
lack an individual, human element. Instead, the first anecdotes establish general themes of 
military excellence, religious respect, and administrative virtue.12 Unlike the prevailing themes 
of Julius Caesar’s biography, i.e. ambition and tyranny, these themes in Augustus’ vita fail to 
convey any sense of what motivates Augustus—the basic question of what does Augustus want is 
never really answered, and this may be a large contributing factor to the sense of his hollow 
depiction. 
The lack of thematic coherence also results from the presentation of the dual personas of 
Augustus, not because they contradict one another without any attempt at explanation for the 
change by Suetonius, but rather because the negative qualities which Augustus displayed during 
his triumviral years disappear immediately when Suetonius takes up the topic of Augustus’ 
administrative acts in section 28. No echo of them remains, except perhaps in Augustus’ harsh 
treatment of his own daughter, Julia. Not only do we find a lack of equivalences between 
Augustus’ triumviral years and later rule, but there is also a lack of equivalences between the 
sections on his public and personal life. As a result, it is difficult to contextualize the anecdotes 
about Augustus’ personal life into a coherent frame for his character. They are like pieces of data 
floating without anchors in the narrative. 
Equivalences do occur, but they are rare—and their effect can be unsatisfactory, perhaps 
owing to the content which is repeated. For example, the following two anecdotes are repeated 
across the biography, but their second iteration actually removes any potential personalization of 
Augustus which the initial episode may have established for the reader. The first repeated 
anecdote concerns Augustus’ actions during the first battle at Philippi. In section 13, Suetonius 
                                                
12 See Wardle (2014) 81–7. The anecdotes focus on the actions of his distant ancestor, Octavius, at 
Velitrae (1), and the distinction of his father, Octavius (3–4.1). 
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briefly mentions that Augustus was driven out of his camp and barely escaped to Antonius’ wing 
(Aug. 13): 
Inita cum Antonio et Lepido societate Philippense quoque bellum, quamquam inualidus 
atque aeger, duplici proelio transegit, quorum priore castris exutus uix ad Antoni cornu 
fuga euaserat. 
 
After he entered into an agreement with Antonius and Lepidus he also ended the Philippi 
war with two battles, even though he was weak and sick. In the first of these battles he 
was driven from his camp and barely escaped by fleeing to Antonius’ wing.  
 
Suetonius refers to this episode again in section 91, under the topic of prophetic dreams. In this 
case, he elaborates the anecdote to paint a more vivid scene, and the new context completely 
transforms the anecdote into an example of divine providence and Augustus’ good sense in 
trusting in these types of dreams (Aug. 91):  
Somnia neque sua neque aliena de se neglegebat. Philippensi acie quamuis statuisset non 
egredi tabernaculo propter ualitudinem, egressus est tamen amici somnio monitus; 
cessitque res prospere, quando captis castris lectica eius, quasi ibi cubans remansisset, 
concursu hostium confossa atque lacerata est. 
 
The dreams he had and which others had about him he did not disregard. At the Battle of 
Philippi, even though he had decided not to leave his tent due to illness, nevertheless he 
did leave it after he was warned by a friend’s dream. And the matter turned out well, 
since, after his camp was captured, his litter was stabbed and torn apart by the enemy, as 
though he had remained lying there.  
 
The second iteration of this anecdote contributes to a different character frame for Augustus—
that of divine destiny—and thus functions to construct his character in a different way. In section 
13, the minimal information provided to the reader does not necessarily paint Augustus in a 
negative light (we are not told that he abandoned or deserted his camp, for example, but rather 
that he was driven out, and this little defeat could have been attributed to his previously 
mentioned illness rather than to lack of military skill or courage), but it is situated in a decidedly 
negative contextual frame. The very next sentence describes Augustus’ lack of moderation in 
victory, as evidenced by sending Brutus’ head to Rome to be thrown at the foot of Caesar’s 
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statue (nec successum uictoriae moderatus est, sed capite Bruti Romam misso, ut statuae 
Caesaris subiceretur, Aug. 13.1). 
The next example of a repeated anecdote functions in a similar way. In section 14, as an 
example of the dangers faced by Augustus at Perusia during his war against L. Antonius, we are 
told that Augustus was nearly captured by a band of gladiators as he was sacrificing near the 
city’s wall (Aug. 14): 
circa Perusinum autem murum sacrificans paene interceptus est a manu gladiatorum, 
quae oppido eruperat. 
 
When he was sacrificing around the wall of Perusia he was almost seized by a band of 
gladiators which had burst out of the city. 
 
Section 15 immediately follows with negative material and describes how Augustus punished 
those who surrendered after the battle, much like we saw above in section 13 (Aug. 15):  
Perusia capta in plurimos animaduertit, orare ueniam uel excusare se conantibus una uoce 
occurrens ‘moriendum esse’. scribunt quidam trecentos ex dediticiis electos utriusque 
ordinis ad aram Diuo Iulio extructam Idibus Martiis hostiarum more mactatos. 
 
After Perusia was captured he punished many people, and to those who tried to beg for 
favor or excuse themselves he replied with one answer, that they must die. Some write 
that from those who surrendered he chose three hundred of both orders for sacrifice on 
the altar of Divus Julius which was erected on the Ides of March.  
 
Suetonius repeats the anecdote in section 96 as one of the examples of Augustus’ ability to 
prognosticate the outcome of all of his wars (the topic sentence reads, quin et bellorum omnium 
euentus ante praesensit, Aug. 96.1). Once again, Suetonius expands the second iteration of the 
anecdote (Aug. 96.2): 
Circa Perusiam sacrificio non litanti cum augeri hostias imperasset ac subita eruptione 
hostes omnem rei diuinae apparatum abstulissent, constitit inter haruspices, quae 
periculosa et aduersa sacrificanti denuntiata essent, cuncta in ipsos recasura qui exta 
haberent; neque aliter euenit. 
 
When the sacrifice he was performing outside Perusia was not successful and he ordered 
the number of victims to be increased, and the enemy suddenly burst out and carried off 
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all the sacrificial accoutrements, the haruspices agreed that the danger and adverse 
fortune which had been indicated to him during the sacrifice would happen to those who 
now possessed the entrails. And so it happened.  
 
Here again the new context reconstructs the anecdote’s contribution to a character frame for 
Augustus, and in the process strips the original episode of some personality it may have imparted 
on Augustus—even a negative one. 
The introductory material to a biography establishes its major themes, and these themes 
are often reinforced through anecdotes. The first anecdote in Augustus’ biography tells a story 
about one of his ancestors, Octavius, and establishes themes of religious respect and military 
excellence, as well as a subtle aetiological association of the family with the status of princeps. It 
reads (Aug. 1): 
Gentem Octauiam Velitris praecipuam olim fuisse multa declarant. nam et uicus 
celeberrima parte oppidi iam pridem Octauius uocabatur et ostendebatur ara Octauio 
consecrata, qui bello dux finitimo, cum forte Marti rem diuinam faceret, nuntiata repente 
hostis incursione semicruda exta rapta foco prosecuit atque ita proelium ingressus uictor 
redit. decretum etiam publicum extabat, quo cauebatur, ut in posterum quoque simili 
modo exta Marti redderentur reliquiaeque ad Octauios referrentur. 
 
That the Octavii clan was distinguished at Velitrae in earlier times is clear by many 
things. Not only was a quarter in the busiest part of the town called “Octavius” a long 
time ago, but there was also on display an altar consecrated by an Octavius who, as 
commander in a war against a neighboring people, when news arrived while he happened 
to be sacrificing to Mars that the enemy was making a sudden attack, snatched the half-
raw entrails and offered them on the fire; having thus entered battle he returned 
victorious. There was also a public decree which stipulated that in the future the entrails 
should be offered to Mars in the same way and the rest of the offering be given back to 
the Octavii.13 
 
                                                
13 Wardle (2014) 82 notes that for Suetonius’ readers, the granting of the first portion of a sacrifice to 
the Octavii would have held special significance: “the human participant at a sacrifice who received the 
first portion was the princeps (*primo caps); Aug.’s natal clan is thus presented as rightly having from 
early times the title and status that was to be appropriated by Aug. himself.” 
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While the story of this ancient ancestor of Augustus introduces themes of military excellence and 
respect for traditional religious practices, his father’s actions introduce the topic of 
administrative virtue combined with military excellence, as evidenced by an anecdote about his 
provincial administration (3.2): 
prouinciae praefuit non minore iustitia quam fortitudine; namque Bessis ac Thracibus 
magno proelio fusis ita socios tractauit, ut epistulae M. Ciceronis extent, quibus Quintum 
fratrem eodem tempore parum secunda fama proconsulatum Asiae administrantem 
hortatur et monet, imitetur in promerendis sociis uicinum suum Octauium. 
 
He governed his province with no less justice than bravery. For example, after he had 
routed the Bessi and Thracians in a major battle, he treated the allies in such a way that 
there are extant letters of M. Cicero in which he urged and advised his brother Quintus, 
who was at that time serving as proconsul of Asia with a less than favorable reputation, to 
imitate his neighbor Octavius in propitiating allies.  
 
Sections 5 and 6 expand the theme of religious observance to Augustus’ own divine destiny by 
simultaneously revealing its outcome. We learn that his birthplace in Rome was formally 
consecrated as a sacrarium, and in the same section Augustus is referred to by his divine title 
(Diuus Augustus), the only example of a deified emperor being referred to with the divine title in 
his own Life.14 The theme of divine destiny is then continued in section 7 with the list of names 
which Augustus acquired throughout his life, ending with the argument of why he should take 
the surname Augustus rather than Romulus (7.2):  
postea Gai Caesaris et deinde Augusti cognomen assumpsit, alterum testamento maioris 
auunculi, alterum Munati Planci sententia, cum quibusdam censentibus Romulum 
appellari oportere quasi et ipsum conditorem urbis, praeualuisset, ut Augustus potius 
uocaretur, non tantum nouo sed etiam ampliore cognomine, quod loca quoque religiosa et 
in quibus augurato quid consecratur augusta dicantur, ab auctu uel ab auium gestu 
gustuue, sicut etiam Ennius docet scribens: ‘Augusto augurio postquam incluta condita 
Roma est’. 
 
                                                
14 See Wardle (2014) 95 n. 5, who takes this as evidence of the “favorable historical verdict on Aug., 
and Suet.’s own view.” In section 6 Suetonius relates the local legend of supernatural occurences 
connected with Augustus’ other alleged birthplace at the ancestral villa in Vellitrae. 
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Later he took the surnames Gaius Caesar and then Augustus, the former according to the 
will of his great-uncle, the latter according to the motion of Munatius Plancus, since, 
when some people were proposing that he ought to be called Romulus since he was also a 
sort of founder of the city, Plancus convinced them that he should rather be called 
Augustus, for not only was this a new surname but also a more magnificent one, because 
holy places and those in which something is consecrated after taking the auspices are 
called “august,” from increase or the movement or feeding of birds. Thus Ennius informs 
us in his writing: “By august augury after glorious Rome was founded.” 
 
The major themes which are established in the first sections of Augustus’ biography are thus 
military excellence, religious respect and divine destiny, as well as administrative virtue; the 
dominating theme, however, is divine destiny—we saw above how this theme hijacked the 
contextual frames of two repeated anecdotes, and as a result stripped away their potential for the 
construction of any human characteristics for Augustus. Erik Gunderson has discussed how 
Augustus and Suetonius’ Diuus Augustus function as exempla for both future emperors and 
imperial biography.15 Such exemplarity necessitates the suppression of personal elements of the 
individual to allow for universal modeling.16  
Tiberius 
Suetonius’ biography of Tiberius is another text with divided scholarly opinion and most of the 
interest in Tiberius’ character tends to focus on Tacitus’ portrayal in the Annales, with rare 
mentions of comparison to Suetonius. Negative assessments include those of Ronald Syme, who 
called Suetonius’ depiction of Tiberius “casual and incoherent,”17 and “a loose and often 
disjointed succession of topics, with material highly variegated in provenance and quality.”18 
Robin Seager judges even more harshly Suetonius’ biography of the emperor:  
                                                
15 Gunderson (2014) 130–145. Langlands (2014) 111–129 shows the negative side of exemplification in 
her discussion of Augustus’ failure to control the tradition about some of his behavior. 
16 For the cultural practice of exemplification in Rome, see Roller (2009). 
17 Syme (1958) 271. 
18 Syme (1958) 421. 
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“A patchwork of dubious anecdotes and garbled examples. His Tiberius is never even a 
cardboard figure: under Augustus he is simply a name, while as princeps he is a label 
attached to a list of vices. No attempt is ever made to probe his motivations or explain his 
actions. Indeed Suetonius is only once inspired to a rudimentary discussion, of Augustus’ 
choice of Tiberius as his successor.”19 
 
On the more positive side are Barry Baldwin and H. M. Lindsay, who both argue for a more 
balanced and cohesive reading of Suetonius’ depiction of Tiberius.20 
Seager’s point of contention with Suetonius’ depiction of Tiberius concerns the lack of 
explicit authorial interpretation, such as the kind he provides in Domitian’s biography.21 The 
implication behind such an interpretation raises the question, if Suetonius does not provide an 
explicit explanation for a subject’s character, should we immediately assume that none can be 
constructed by the reader? On the contrary, as the previous chapters have shown, sequential 
dynamics can help the reader construct motivations, while formal and thematic equivalences 
create coherence across the two sections of the biography. In the case of Tiberius’ vita, such 
coherence is more than just a matter of connecting chronological material to topical, but also 
connecting positive behavior with negative. The way in which Suetonius presents Tiberius’ early 
experiences directly informs how the reader constructs his character—and any subsequent 
behavior exhibited by Tiberius (“subsequent” here referring to textual position, not necessarily 
chronological) must be understood against the context of those early perceptual sets. The 
                                                
19 Seager (1972) 263–4. 
20 Baldwin (1983) argues for some thematic coherence in the Life, while Lindsay (1998) connects 
Suetonius’ account to previous traditions concerning the Claudii and the theme of “unmasking the tyrant.”  
21 In Dom. 3.2, Suetonius provides a rare explanation for Domitian’s vices: quantum coniectare licet, 
super ingenii naturam inopia rapax, metu saeuus, “So far as one may surmise, it was contrary to his 
natural disposition that need made him grasping and fear made him cruel” (trans. Mooney (1979)). I 
discuss this in more detail below. Seager’s complaints about the Tiberius are later echoed by Baldwin 
(1983) concerning Claudius’ biography.  
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prevalent theme of Tiberius’ character, in both Tacitus’ and Suetonius’ accounts, is usually 
recognized to be the “unmasking of the tyrant,” with Tiberius’ true nature of savagery and 
cruelty eventually being revealed during the latter part of his reign, with the result that the 
Roman people rejoice at his death.22 Similar to what we saw in Augustus’ vita, Tiberius’ 
biography presents a discrepancy of character, but in Tiberius’ case it is a matter of (seemingly) 
changing from good to bad. Here again the question of character change in ancient thought 
affects our interpretation of the material. Suetonius’ statement in Tib. 57 seems to imply a belief 
in the notion that a person’s character was fixed at birth (saeua ac lenta natura ne in puero 
quidem latuit, “He even showed signs of his savage and obstinate character in his youth”), and so 
we should not really consider his depiction of Tiberius’ character as changing from good to bad, 
since some of the bad qualities were already present, and somewhat manifest, during his 
childhood. However, I think such an understanding of Suetonius’ statement, and by extension, of 
his conception of character, is reductive. The same argument about belief in the fixity of 
character affecting Tiberius’ biographical presentation has been made about Tacitus, as well, but 
as Woodman has shown, the issue is not that simple.23 
The problem with Suetonius’ Tiberius stems from his arrangement of material, which is 
divided between positive characteristics and behavior in the first half of the biography and 
negative attributes in the second half. The arrangement itself implies a change from good to bad, 
for even though the material as a whole is not presented chronologically, the order of its 
presentation could be interpreted to depict a temporal deterioration of character. Such an 
assessment is confirmed by Suetonius’ statement in section 57 that Tiberius’ nature did not 
                                                
22 Morte eius ita laetatus est populus… “His death brought such joy to the people that…(Suet. Tib. 
75.1).  
23 Woodman (1989). 
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actually change, but rather he showed evidence of his savage nature even in childhood (saeua ac 
lenta natura ne in puero quidem latuit, 57). The fact that Suetonius felt the need to include such 
a comment at that point in the biography confirms that a perception of change by the reader was 
expected, and it needed to be corrected somehow.   
The chronological section at the beginning and first fifteen or so topical sections depict a 
positive character for Tiberius: he loved his first wife dearly and mourned the death of his 
brother (7); he had a successful civil and military career (8–9); his behavior in Rhodes was 
marked by civility and moderation (11); after his accession to the principate he tried to preserve 
the senate’s authority and treated its members with respect (29–32), and he strove to implement 
policies for the public good and safety of the city (33–7).  
The turning point towards negative behavior begins with his retirement to Capri (39), 
with the topical sections on Tiberius’ vices taking over the rest of the narrative from sections 42–
67. Tiberius’ vices are those often associated with the stereotypical tyrant—indeed, the term 
tyrannus appears only in Tiberius’ vita.24 His predominate vice, however, is cruelty, with 
references to this type of behavior appearing ten times in Tiberius’ own biography, and twice in 
                                                
24 His vices included avidity for wine (uini auiditatem, 42); sexual excess (libidines, 43–45); stinginess 
which eventually turned to greed (pecuniae parcus ac tenax, 46; ad rapinas conuertit animum, 49); 
animosity towards family and friends (odium, 50–6); cruelty (saeua natura, 57–65); and hatred, both from 
the people and of himself (ciuium odio, 66; ipse pertaesus, 67). In section 4.1 the term tyrannicidarum 
appears in reference to Caesar’s assassins, probably reflecting the actual term used by Tiberius’ father, 
Tiberius Nero, the focalizer of this example. In section 75.3 Suetonius applies the term directly to 
Tiberius when describing the public sentiment when punishments and executions continued after 
Tiberius’ death: creuit igitur inuidia, quasi etiam post mortem tyranni saeuitia permanente (“And so 
Tiberius’ unpopularity was assured, since the tyrant’s savageness lingered even after death,” 75).   
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Caligula’s vita referring to Tiberius.25 By comparison, references to Tiberius’ cruelty occur 
nearly twice as often when compared to the other vitae, even those of the infamously cruel 
emperors.26  
How then do Tiberius’ positive attributes in the first sections of the biography connect to 
his cruelty in the second half? In other words, what perceptual sets about Tiberius are 
constructed by the reader in the chronological sections, which she can then use to understand 
subsequent material? The genealogical anecdotes in the first four sections establish themes of 
dual natures, good and bad, within the Claudii gens. Tiberius’ early experiences establish 
prevailing themes of fear, isolation, and abandonment, which Suetonius explains in a later 
biography can result in exhibitions of cruelty (Dom. 3). Tiberius’ retirement to Rhodes (10–13) 
establishes negative connotations and consequences of such isolation, most importantly the true 
onset of Tiberius’ ongoing fear, and sets up a thematic equivalence for his later retirement to 
Capri (39–40).  
                                                
25 Tib. 52.3 (crudelem in modum afflicitis); 57.1 (saeua…natura); 59.1 (ita saeue et atrociter facitauit); 
61.1 (in omne genus crudelitatis erupit); 61.1 (saeuissimus extitit); 61.2 (singillatim crudeliter facta eius 
exequi longum est; genera, uelut exemplaria saeuitiae, enumerare sat erit); 62.2 (auxit intenditque 
saeuitiam); 75.1 (super memoriam pristinae crudelitatis); 75.3 (tyranni saeuitia permanente); Cal. 6.2 
(Tiberi saeuitiam); Cal. 30.2 (defensaque Tiberi saeuitia quasi necessaria). The vice of savage cruelty 
appears for the first time in Tiberius’ biography; Caesar never exhibits such behavior (in fact, his 
clemency after the civil war is pitched in stark relief against the actions of Pompey’s men; 75); Augustus 
is said to have “raged abuses” (contumelia saeuiit, 13.1) at the prisoners after Philippi, and his behavior 
could certainly be described as cruel, but as Wardle (2014) points out his actions technically fall within 
acceptable treatment of prisoners of war.  
26 The vice appears six times in Caligula’s biography, but two of those refer to Tiberius (6.2; 11.1; 27.1; 
30.2; 32.1; 34.1); twice in Claudius (15.4; 34.1); four times in Nero, one of which refers back to Claudius 
(26.1; 33.1; 36.1; 38.2); once each in Galba (12.1), Vitellius (13.1), and Titus (7.1); and four times in 




In the genealogical sections of Tiberius’ vita, Suetonius establishes the dual nature of the 
Claudii—some members of the gens were virtuous, while others displayed severe cruelty: multa 
multorum Claudiorum egregia merita, multa etiam sequius admissa in rem p. extant (“Many 
excellent deeds performed by several Claudians for the republic stand out, but so do many 
crimes,” (Tib. 2.1). We then learn that Tiberius was “doubly a Claudius,” (ex hac stirpe Tiberius 
Caesar genus trahit, e[t] quidem utrumque, Tib. 3.1) on both his father’s and mother’s side. In 
light of the character sketches which have immediately preceded this information, the reader can 
expect that Tiberius will exhibit behavior from both sides—and is not disappointed. 
Tiberius’ childhood was marred by the hardship and disquiet of his parent’s wartime 
flight: infantiam pueritiamque habuit laboriosam et exercitatam, comes usque quaque parentum 
fugae (Tib. 6.1). As specific examples, Suetonius describes threats of abandonment or loss which 
Tiberius experienced as a result of this lifestyle (Tib. 6): 
quos quidem apud Neapolim sub inruptionem hostis nauigium clam petentis uagitu suo 
paene bis prodidit, semel cum a nutricis ubere, iterum cum a sinu matris raptim auferretur 
ab iis, qui pro necessitate temporis mulierculas leuare onere temptabant. 
 
At Naples when the enemy invaded and the family were secretly seeking out their ship, 
he almost gave away their position twice by his crying: once when from his nurse’s 
breast, then again from his mother’s embrace he was suddenly snatched away by people 
who were trying to lighten the women’s burden in the emergency.  
 
Even his close brush with death when departing from Sparta is described in terms of his mother’s 
danger (Tib. 6.2):  
digrediens inde itinere nocturno discrimen uitae adiit flamma repente e siluis undique 
exorta adeoque omnem comitatum circumplexa, ut Liuiae pars uestis et capilli 
amburerentur. 
  
Departing from there on a night journey he had another near-death experience when a fire 
suddenly broke out in the forest on all sides and surrounded their entire retinue, with the 




Section 7 describes in quick succession how Tiberius lost or became separated from various 
members of his family. When his parents finally returned to Rome, Tiberius’ nuclear family was 
broken up when Augustus took Livia as his wife when Tiberius was three years old, and six 
years later his father died.27 Following in his father’s footsteps, Tiberius was forced to divorce 
his wife, Agrippina, whom he loved dearly and who had born him one son and was pregnant 
with another, in order to marry Augustus’ daughter, Julia (Tib. 7). The forced separation caused 
Tiberius severe anguish (non sine magno angore animi), so much so that the mere sight of 
Agrippina brought him to tears, and steps were taken to prevent their crossing paths in the future 
(7.2–3). His child with Julia died in infancy, and when his brother died in Germany he walked 
the body all the way back to Rome (Tib. 7.3).  
In these early sections Suetonius clearly depicts a Tiberius who cares for his family and 
treated them with respect. Even though he was delighted by the news of Julia’s exile, he tried to 
intercede on her behalf to Augustus for reconcilement, and allowed Julia to keep whatever 
presents she had received from him (Tib. 11.4). He wished to return to Rome from Rhodes in 
order to visit his family, whom he longed to see (petit ut…permitteretur reuisere necessitudines, 
quarum desiderio teneretur, Tib. 11.4). However, Augustus denied his requests, and what began 
as a voluntary retirement in Rhodes turned into several years of forced exile from Rome and 
public life—which resulted in feelings of timidity and anxiety for Tiberius (enimuero tunc non 
priuatum modo, sed etiam obnoxium et trepidum egit, Tib. 12), feelings which were not 
unfounded (et accesserunt maioris sollicitudini causae, Tib. 12). 
                                                
27 In the Tiberius, Nero’s agreement to Augustus marrying his wife is described in relatively mild 
terms: petenti Augusto concessit (4). In the Diuus Augustus, however, the union is described more 
forcefully: statim Liuiam Drusillam matrimonio Tiberi Neronis et quidem praegnantem abduxit (62.2). 
Langlands (2014) 111–129 discusses how Augustus’ seizure of Livia became a negative exemplum 
repeated throughout Suetonius’ biographies. 
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Tiberius’ retirement to Rhodes functions as the first of two parallel periods of retirement 
from Rome which structure the vita and provide explanations for Tiberius’ subsequent behavior. 
Tiberius’ retirement to Capri later in life was directly informed by his earlier time in Rhodes, and 
consequently we cannot interpret the second retirement without also considering it against the 
contextual frame of the first. 
Suetonius presents Tiberius’ decision to retire to Rhodes as a sudden and unexpected 
shock, and then provides three possible motivations before stating Tiberius’ own reason at the 
time (Tib. 10). Speculations about the motivation for his decision to leave Rome included strong 
dislike for his wife (dubium uxorisne taedio, quam neque criminari aut dimittere auderet neque 
ultra perferre posset, “It is doubtful whether this was due to loathing for his wife, whom he 
dared neither to accuse formally nor divorce, but whom he was no longer able to bear,” Tib. 
10.1), or a plan to increase his public reputation by a long absence (an ut uitato assiduitatis 
fastidio auctoritatem absentia tueretur atque etiam augeret, si quando indiguisset sui res p., “or 
so that he might avoid the dislike of constant attendance and safeguard and even increase his 
influence by being absent, if at some point the state should need him,” Tib. 10.1), or so as not to 
appear as the rival of Augustus’ children (quidam existimant adultis iam Augusti liberis, loco et 
quasi possessione usurpati a se diu secundi gradus sponte cessisse exemplo M. Agrippae, qui M. 
Marcello ad munera publica admoto Mytilenas abierit, ne aut obstare aut obtrectare praesens 
uideretur.“Some think that he voluntarily yielded his place and possession of the second place in 
government to Augustus’ children, following the example of Marcus Agrippa, who retired to 
Mytilene when Marcellus advanced into public office, lest by his presence he seem to hinder or 
thwart him,” Tib. 10.1). Tiberius’ own reason at the time was that he had acquired enough honors 
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and needed a break from office (tunc autem honorum satietatem ac requiem laborum 
praetendens commeatum petit, Tib. 10.2).  
Tiberius’ assertion at the time of his initial request to depart for Rhodes (i.e., alleging he 
was satiated with honors and was seeking rest from office) logically follows and accords with the 
material which Suetonius presents immediately before: Tiberius had successfully carried out 
multiple cases in the law courts; had been charged with two special commissions to reorganize 
the grain supply and investigate the state of the workhouses throughout Italy; and achieved 
success in seven military campaigns, the last of which was honored with an ovation and triumph. 
He then held the offices of quaestor, praetor, and two consulships (Tib. 8–9). Tiberius’ decision 
to retire from public life after such a successful career, and at “the prime of life, in excellent 
health, and at the height of his career,” (tot prosperis confluentibus integra aetate ac ualitudine, 
Tib. 10.1) provides the reader with evidence of an aspect of his character—he dutifully and 
successfully carried out his tasks in term, but he seemed to have become overwhelmed with the 
honors and public attention which came as a result of such success.  
Tiberius alleged that his withdrawal to Rhodes was prompted by a desire to rest from the 
labors and honors of public life. As long as that retirement continued to be voluntary, his time in 
Rhodes was positive and his behavior pleasant (genus uitae civile admodum instituit, Tib. 11).  
Indeed, Tiberius’ early time in Rhodes was spent pleasantly enough—he lived moderately, 
strolled the gymnasium unaccompanied by attendants, visited with the sick, and frequented the 
lecture halls (Tib. 11). However, when he was denied recall to Rome to visit his family, his 
voluntary retirement transformed into an involuntary exile which became increasingly 
characterized by fear and anxiety. Tiberius’ anxiety was fueled by rumors of his sedition and 
plans for revolution, which he vehemently denied, but which also resulted in his further retreat 
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into isolation—both physically and culturally. He tried to avoid all contact with magistrates who 
landed at Rhodes, and any attention he received was unwelcome (Tib. 12):  
Enimuero tunc non priuatum modo, sed etiam obnoxium et trepidum egit mediterraneis 
agris abditus uitansque praeternauigantium officia, quibus frequentabatur assidue, nemine 
cum imperio aut magistratu tendente quoquam quin deuerteret Rhodum.  
 
Although he lived a private life hidden away in the Mediterranean country, it was also a 
time of exposure to danger and anxiety—he avoided his obligations to those who sailed 
by the island, by whom he was constantly visited since anyone who held any provincial 
post or magistracy had to lodge at Rhodes.  
 
For two years Tiberius rejected his Roman status by swapping his Roman garb for a Greek cloak 
and slippers (redegitque se deposito patrio habitu ad pallium et crepidas, Tib. 13.1). Tiberius’ 
further retreat into seclusion and isolation caused feelings of public ill-will towards him 
(contemptior in dies et inuisior, Tib. 13), which in turn played a part in increasing his own fears 
and anxiety, as the following anecdote about the man who boasted he would bring back the 
Exile’s head shows. When news reached him that someone had boasted at a dinner party that he 
would sail to Rhodes and “bring back the Exile’s head,” Tiberius’ fears increased at the extreme 
danger of his current situation, and he begged again to return to Rome (quo praecipue non iam 
metu sed discrimine coactus est, tam suis quam matris inpensissimis precibus reditum 
expostulare, “He was especially compelled now not only by fear, but by actual danger, to beg for 
his return through both his own and his mother’s ample prayers,” Tib. 13). 
The fear which sets in at Rhodes never leaves Tiberius, and references to this emotion 
become more and more frequent as the biography continues. Explicit references to Tiberius’ fear 
and anxiety appear nine times in his Life, the majority of which occur after his retirement to 
Capri in section 39.28 Even the description of Tiberius’ preference for Capri focuses on its 
isolation and extremely defensible position (Tib. 40):  
                                                
28 See Tib. 13, 25, 60, 63, 65, 66, 69, 72, 73.  
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…Capreas se contulit, praecipue delectatus insula, quod uno paruoque litore adiretur, 
saepta undique praeruptis immensae altitudinis rupibus et profundo maris… 
 
He crossed over to Capri. He was especially charmed by the island since it was accessible 
by only one small shore, and everywhere else was enclosed by steep cliffs of immense 
height and the deep sea… 
 
Indeed, one of the anecdotes which Suetonius tells as an example of Tiberius’ cruelty concerns a 
fisherman who surprised him on Capri. Tiberius was so terrified that the man had scaled the 
pathless cliffs and gained access that he ordered his guards to rub the fisherman’s face with the 
mullet he had presented to the emperor (Tib. 60).  
 Tiberius’ earlier time spent in Rhodes has established for the reader negative 
connotations of isolation, and through this thematic equivalence of doubled exile the reader can 
attempt to understand Tiberius’ behavior. References to Tiberius’ cruelty cluster around the 
sections which describe his fearful state.29 Even though Suetonius never draws an explicit 
correlation between Tiberius’ fear and his cruelty, like he does for Domitian,30 the proximity of 
textual examples leads the reader to draw inferences and associate the two as contributing to the 
same character frame for Tiberius.    
Domitian 
In terms of characterization, Suetonius’ portrayal of Domitian has been judged to be quite 
balanced, restrained, and objective, particularly when compared to other contemporary 
accounts.31 Some scholars have noted similarities between Suetonius’ biographies of Tiberius 
                                                
29 Compare the explicit references to Tiberius’ cruelty (52; 57; 59; 61; 62; 75) to the references to his 
fear noted above (60; 63; 65; 66; 69; 72; 75). 
30 See note 20 above. 
31 Namely those of Tacitus, Cassius Dio, and Pliny; see Waters (1964). 
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and Domitian, both in regards to structure and themes.32 Structurally, the Tiberius and 
Domitianus follow a similar pattern, with Domitian’s biography on a much smaller scale: they 
begin with the subject’s life before accession to imperial power, then proceed to virtues followed 
by vices (both in regards to their reign and personal life). Where Tiberius’ biography ends with 
descriptions of his personal characteristics followed by his death, Domitian’s biography switches 
this order and describes his death before ending with descriptions of his personal life. More 
importantly, it has been argued that the biographies of both Tiberius and Domitian present an 
abrupt change from virtues to vices without a formalized divisio or explanation, such as we find 
in the Caligula (hactenus quasi de principe, reliqua ut de monstro narranda sunt, “Thus far I 
have related stories about the so-called emperor, the rest must tell of the monster,” Cal. 22) or 
the Nero (haec partim nulla reprehensione, partim etiam non mediocri laude digna in unum 
contuli, ut secernerem a probris ac sceleribus eius, de quibus dehinc dicam, “I have collected in 
one place the things which are partly worthy of no reprehension, and partly even worthy of 
considerable praise, so that I might separate that material from his shameful acts and crimes, to 
which I now turn,” Nero 19). On this transition in Domitian’s vita, Baldwin judges: “Artistically, 
the abrupt change is arresting. All the more so, since it is quite unexplained.”33 However, the 
material presented in the previous sections, not only of Domitian’s own biography, but of 
Vespasian’s and Titus’ as well, should prepare the reader for such a transition without much 
surprise. In the introduction to Vespasian’s biography, Suetonius establishes Domitian’s two 
                                                
32 Waters (1964) noted the similar predilection for solitude which was painted as a vice by detractors, 
though probably influenced by lonely upbringings. Baldwin (1983) 262–3 recognized the structural 
similarities, namely that the transition from virtues to vices in both vitae lacks a formal introduction like 
we find in the Caligula and Nero, to which he comments without elaboration, “…the similarity of which 
something is probably to be made” (263). 
33 Baldwin (1983) 301. 
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major vices of greed and cruelty (cupiditatis ac saeuitiae, 1; cf. rapax…saeuus in Dom. 3), and 
in Titus’ vita Domitian is presented as constantly plotting against his own brother (fratrem 
insidiari sibi non desinentem, Tit. 9; cf. neque cessauit ex eo insidias struere fratri clam 
palamque, Dom. 2). Much like Tiberius’ genealogical anecdotes established the theme of dual 
natures in the Claudii, the descriptions of Domitian’s behavior and upbringing, combined with 
the proleptic statement in section 3, establish expectations for a similar type of dichotomous 
character, but one predisposed toward vice rather than virtue. 
The earliest perceptual set which the reader constructs for Domitian is based on negative 
characteristics. Domitian’s early years are characterized by inopia (scarcity) and infamia 
(disgrace).34 While inopia by itself should not be considered a vice, Domitian garnered infamia 
in his youth for his sexual relationships with men and women, as well as numerous affairs with 
married women.35 Suetonius even remarks that the licentious manner in which he exercised 
power as part of the imperial household revealed what sort of person he was (ceterum omnem 
uim dominationis tam licenter exercuit, ut iam tum qualis esset ostenderet, Dom. 1).36 It is 
striking that Suetonius chose to place this material in the very first section of Domitian’s 
biography (cf. Iul. 2), rather than in the section on his sexual proclivities towards the end of the 
vita (Dom. 22). Suetonius takes pains to depict a negative image of Domitian’s character from 
                                                
34 Cf. Tiberius’ infantiam pueritiamque habuit laboriosam et exercitatam (Tib. 6). 
35 The alleged affairs with Clodius Pollio and Nerva recall the stereotypical themes of invective 
discussed in Chapter 2, as do the adulterous affairs with married women.  
36 The force of the term qualis within the context of characterization was also noted in Aug. 61: 
quoniam qualis in imperis ac magistratibus regendaque per terrarum orbem pace belloque re p. fuerit 
exposui… 
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the very start of the narrative.37 The reference to his constant competition with his brother, Titus, 
provides an example of a formal equivalence which spans across two separate biographies, and 
the full force of such characterization can only be fully appreciated if the reader considers both. 
In Titus’ vita, Domitian’s plots are only concerned with gaining the principate for himself: 
Fratrem insidiari sibi non desinentem, sed paene ex professo sollicitantem exercitus, meditantem 
fugam… (“His brother never stopped plotting against him, but almost openly solicited the army, 
intending flight…,” Tit. 9.3). In Domitian’s own biography, his rivalry with Titus is first 
depicted as a form of emulation in an attempt to equal his brother’s strength and honor in 
military service (tantum ut fratri se et opibus et dignatione adaequaret, Dom. 2). It is not until 
later in that section that Domitian’s plots against Titus focus on gaining power for himself (Dom. 
2.3): 
Patre defuncto diu cunctatus an duplum donatiuum militi offerret, numquam iactare 
dubitauit relictum se participem imperii, sed fraudem testamento adhibitam; neque 
cessauit ex eo insidias struere fratri clam palamque, quoad correptum graui ualitudine, 
prius quam plane efflaret animam, pro mortuo deseri iussit.  
When his father died he hesitated for a long time whether he should offer the soldiers 
double largess, but never wavered in boasting that he had been bequeathed a share in the 
principate, claiming that an error had been made in the will. Nor did he cease from 
secretly and openly devising plots against his brother up until he was taken gravely ill. He 
ordered his brother to be left for dead before he clearly breathed his last.  
Domitian’s ability to feign virtuous conduct is also established in section 2, when we are 
told that he put on a show of propriety in his sudden interest in poetry—an interest which was 
later matched by scorn and neglect: ipse mire modestiam, in primisque poeticae studium, tam 
insuentum antea sibi quam postea spretum et abiectum, recitauitque etiam publice (Dom. 2). 
37 See Bradley (1981) 131: “…the construction of the Domitian leaves no doubt about the bias of the 
biography and Suetonius’ opinion of Domitian.” 
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Such duplicity this early on in the narrative has the potential of undermining any mentions of 
virtuous conduct later on—how can the reader trust that such actions are genuine? 
Even his quick military support of the Parthian king, the only positive quality he is shown 
to have in these first sections of the vita (and the only sections which describe his life before the 
principate), is reduced by the following negative behavior: he tried to bribe other eastern kings 
with gifts and promises to ask for the same type of service from him (et quia discussa res est, 
alios Orientes reges ut idem postularent donis ac pollicitationibus sollicitare temptauit, Dom. 2). 
Thus, Domitian is presented once again as the type of man who would participate in wars purely 
to increase his personal glory and distinction (cf. expeditionem quoque in Galliam Germaniasque 
neque necessariam et dissuadentibus paternis amicis incohauit, tantum ut fratri se et opibus et 
dignatione adaequaret, “He also embarked on an unnecessary campaign against Gaul and the 
Germanies even though his father’s friends tried to dissuade him, in order to attain the same level 
of wealth and dignity as his brother,” Dom. 2). 
Section 3 has been identified as a divisio between imperial vices (1–3) and virtues (4–
9),38 especially since at the end of the section Suetonius makes a statement about the balanced 
combination of these traits circa administrationem, with Domitian ultimately turning even his 
virtues to vices (Dom. 3):  
Circa administrationem autem imperii aliquamdiu se uarium praestitit, mixtura quoque 
aequabili uitiorum atque uirtutum, donec uirtutes quoque in uitia deflexit: quantum 
coniectare licet, super ingenii naturam inopia rapax, metu saeuus. 
In the administration of the empire for a while he showed himself to be variable, an equal 
mixture of vices and virtues, until finally he also warped his virtues into vices. As far as it 
is possible to conjecture, beyond his natural disposition scarcity made him violent and 
fear made him cruel.  
38 Jones and Milns (2002) 128. 
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However, the content and structural function of section 3 is a bit more nuanced than that. First, 
sections 1–3 are not restricted to imperial vices, as we have seen; indeed, most of that material 
covers Domitian’s pre-imperial behavior, as we should expect from the organization of the 
previous eleven biographies, so we should not consider the statement in section 3 to function as a 
divisio between imperial vices and virtues. Second, such an assessment does not take into 
account the two anecdotes which precede Suetonius’ authorial statement and how they contribute 
to its contextual frame and meaning on the one hand, and Domitian’s character frame on the 
other.  
Section 3 opens with the well-known anecdote about Domitian’s hours spent in solitude 
stabbing flies with a sharpened stylus (Dom. 3):  
Inter initia principatus cotidie secretum sibi horarum sumere solebat nec quicquam 
amplius quam muscas captare ac stilo praeacuto configere, ut cuidam interroganti, 
essetne quis intus cum Caesare, non absurde responsum sit a Vibio Crispo, ne muscam 
quidem. 
At the beginning of his principate he used to spend hours alone every day doing nothing 
more than catching flies and stabbing them with a sharpened stylus. Once when someone 
asked who was inside the room with the emperor, Vibius Crispus gave the clever 
response, “Not even a fly.” 
This anecdote is usually interpreted as evidence of Domitian’s cruelty.39 Brian Jones and Robert 
Milns note, “Domitian’s habit of killing flies linked to his preference for his own company 
indicated a secretive and therefore cruel nature.”40 Mooney also interprets the force of secretum 
negatively: “The inaccessible solitude in which Domitian spent so much time brooding during 
39 This particular anecdote is mentioned by two other sources but is placed at different points in 
Domitian’s career and in different, though always negative, contexts: Dio 76.9; Aurelius Victor Caes. 
11.5. 
40 Jones and Milns (2002) 127. 
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the years of his despotic cruelty at Rome is mentioned in Plin. Pan. 48…”41 Kenneth Waters 
attempts to be more generous in his interpretation, highlighting instead that the predilection for 
spending time alone was perhaps a result of a lonely upbringing, and that his killing of flies, 
rather than functioning as evidence of his bloodthirsty nature, may in fact reflect his remarkable 
skill with the bow and give the reader a glimpse of the emperor “keeping his eye in.”42  
The two other extant sources which relate this anecdote post-date Suetonius, and the 
different contexts in which each author presents Domitian’s behavior may point to different 
traditions. Suetonius’ version of the anecdote appears the least negative, since he presents it in a 
distinctly vague context (inter initia principitatus…, 3)—an important point we must consider 
since this is the first anecdote Suetonius presents to depict Domitian’s behavior during the start 
of his principate. The reader might also recall how Tiberius’ predilection for solitude was 
manipulated into evidence of his cruelty and debauched nature by his detractors (cf. Tib. 10–13; 
39–40), and thus be more cautious when approaching this story about Domitian. Indeed, even 
though the material which precedes this anecdote is heavily negative on Domitian’s pre-imperial 
character—something we should not discount when considering the effect that would have on 
the reader’s interpretation of the fly anecdote—the fact remains that Suetonius’ presentation and 
contextualization of the anecdote are purposefully vague. Whereas Dio and Aurelius Victor 
situated the anecdote in very specifically negative contexts, Suetonius’ presentation prompts the 
reader to question several aspects of its content: Why did Domitian spend so much time alone 
early in his principate? Was the stabbing of the flies a means to an end, or was the stabbing the 
end in itself? If the former, like Waters conjectures, then the anecdote could be interpreted in a 
41 Mooney (1979) 517. 
42 Waters (1964) 53, and n. 9. Domitian’s superb skill with the bow and arrow is described in Dom. 19. 
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positive—or at least neutral—light. If the latter, then it paints Domitian in a distinctly negative 
(and slightly psychotic) light, passing the time in tiny acts of murder.43  
Taken on its own, Suetonius’ version of the fly anecdote offers the reader very little in 
terms of direct characterization of Domitian, and the subsequent information in section 3 seems 
to offer little clarification or guidance in interpretation. Immediately after relating Vibius 
Crispus’ witty bon mot, Suetonius makes an abrupt transition to Domitian’s wife: 
deinde uxorem Domitiam, ex qua in secundo suo consulatu filium tulerat alteroque anno 
<filiam>, consalutauit Augustam; eandem Paridis histrionis amore deperditam repudiauit 
intraque breue tempus inpatiens discidii quasi efflagitante populo reduxit. 
Then he saluted his wife Domitia as Augusta, by whom he bore a son in his second 
consulship and in another year a daughter. He divorced her because she was desperately 
in love with the actor Paris, but within a short time he brought her back, unable to bear 
the separation—though he claimed it was due to the people’s demands.  
This information functions to highlight the transition to the imperial stage of Domitian’s vita, for 
by saluting Domitia as “Augusta” he marks her as his imperial wife.44 His separation from 
Domitia, soon followed by her recall into his company, also establishes Domitian’s changeable 
nature to allow for a smooth transition to the conclusion of this section: Circa administrationem 
autem imperii aliquamdiu se uarium praestitit (“Concerning the administration of his empire he 
showed himself to be variable for a while,” Dom. 3). These two imperial anecdotes thus 
complement each other in order to establish two aspects of Domitian’s character, and his 
seemingly sudden shifts of mood—Domitian’s strong predilection for solitude as portrayed in the 
fly anecdote is immediately contradicted by his inability to endure the separation (inpatiens 
discidii) from Domitia, a separation which only lasted a short time (intraque breue tempus). 
43 Perhaps as precursor to the larger scale of mass murder described in sections 10–11; see my 
discussion below. 
44 See Mooney (1979) 519. 
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Consequently, we can see Suetonius setting up an expectation for the reader to encounter sudden 
shifts in Domitian’s nature—an expectation which he then satisfies in the divisio of section 10, 
where Domitian displays a sudden shift from virtue to vice with no formalized introduction or 
explanation by Suetonius (Dom. 10): Sed neque in clementiae neque in abstinentiae tenore 
permansit, et tamen aliquanto celerius ad saeuitiam desciuit quam ad cupiditatem (“But he did 
not continue in the course of clemency or self-restraint, and degenerated rather more quickly into 
cruelty than into lust”). 
The fly anecdote in section 3 also sets up a series of thematic equivalences which 
Suetonius sprinkles throughout the vita concerned primarily with bloodshed and seclusion. As a 
result, the reader gains a sense of thematic coherence concerning Domitian’s character across the 
biography, even though she may at times encounter information which seems to contradict the 
image of a cruel emperor.45 The frame I am proposing is comprised of the following material 
distributed across the vita: 
• Section 3: stabbing flies in seclusion
• Section 9: abhorrence of bloodshed
• Section 10: degeneration into saeuitia
• Section 17: assassination
• Section 19: archery prowess
• Section 21: secluded walks
Each of these sections is connected through themes established in section 3, and those thematic 
connections create coherence across the more incongruous material, for example Domitian’s 
abhorrence of bloodshed and remarkable archery skills. At the same time, by instilling a sense of 
thematic coherence across some disparate items, Suetonius again highlights the possibility for 
virtues to exist alongside vices (mixtura quoque aequabili uitiorum atque uirtutum, Dom. 3). 
45 Namely, the sections on Domitian’s virtuous public actions (Dom. 3–9). 
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It has been noted that the anecdote of Domitian stabbing flies in his secluded office 
“prefigures his later treatment of the senatorial aristocracy.”46 I tend to agree with this 
assessment, but I would go further and argue that Suetonius expands the anecdote’s function to 
create a thematic character frame across the narrative which prefigures Domitian’s own 
assassination.  
 In the fly anecdote, Domitian is described as spending many hours a day isolated in his 
study “trying to capture flies and stab them through with a very sharp stylus” (muscas captare ac 
stilo praeacuto configere, Dom. 3). The word translated as fly, musca, can also refer to 
troublesome people of an inquisitive nature,47 hence the association with the senators. The phrase 
muscas captare is actually quite rare and appears in only one other extant source: Phaedrus’ 
Fabulae Aesopiae. In the fable entitled “The Bald Man and the Fly,” (Caluus et Musca, 5.3), a 
fly bites a bald man’s head, and when the man attempts to swat the fly (opprimere captans), he 
injures himself instead (alapam sibi duxit grauem). The fly then ridicules the man by saying: 
 “Punctum uolucris paruulae 
uoluisti morte ulcisci; quid facies tibi, 
iniuriae qui addideris contumeliam?”  
  
“You wanted to avenge the sting of a little fly  
by committing murder; what will you do to yourself  
to add insult to injury?”48  
 
If the reader interprets the flies in Domitian’s anecdote to represent, or prefigure, the senators (or 
indeed any troublesome or pesky person), then their stings would represent any action which 
                                                
46 Vinson (1989) 438. 
47 See Lewis and Short, s.v. musca. 
48 Phaedr. 5.3. 
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Domitian perceived as a slight against himself, and which he would then punish with murder. In 
section 10 such examples are provided in full force.49 
The connection of the fly anecdote to Phaedrus’ fable is recalled and strengthened in 
Dom. 18, when Suetonius describes Domitian’s sensitivity to his own increasing baldness and his 
offense at any insult delivered against the loss of his hair, whether in jest or as a taunt: caluitio 
ita offendebatur, ut in contumeliam suam traheret, si cui alii ioco uel iurgio obiectaretur (Dom. 
18). The only emperors whom Suetonius describes as bald or balding are Julius Caesar (Iul. 45), 
Galba (Gal. 21), and Domitian (Dom. 18), and while Caesar’s baldness exposed him to jokes 
from his detractors (saepe obtrectatorum iocis obnoxiam expertus, Iul. 45), he directed his 
reaction to improving his own appearance rather than taking it as a personal injury (contumelia) 
like Domitian. The term contumelia connects Domitian’s reaction to his own baldness with the 
Phaedrean fable (iniuriae qui addideris contumeliam, Phaedr. 5.3), and as a result the reader 
begins to form an impression that Domitian’s treatment of the flies in section 3 also prefigures 
his own injury. As we shall see, this turns out to be the case, for the other important theme 
established in the fly anecdote is that of piercing or stabbing with a sharp weapon (stilo 
praeacuto configere), and Domitian’s assassins stabbed him to death. 
The depiction of Domitian spending hours stabbing at flies must have conjured for the 
reader images of bloodshed, albeit on a tiny scale. The reader may then be surprised to learn in 
section 9 that Domitian abhorred bloodshed (ob omni caedi abhorrebat, Dom. 9), and when he 
recalled the line from Vergil, impia quam caesis gens est epulata iuuencis (“Before the impious 
race dined on slaughtered bulls,” G. 2.536), he tried to pass an edict forbidding the sacrifice of 
                                                
49 See Dom. 10 for the complete list, but it includes Domitian’s murder of a pupil of Paris merely for 
resembling his master; Hermogenes of Tarsus for allusions in his History; several senators for plotting 
revolution; and many others for the “flimsiest reasons,” leuissima…de causa.  
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any oxen (edicere destinarit, ne boues immolarentur, Dom. 9). The fact that the two passages are 
connected by the formal equivalence inter initia seems to complicate matters even further—how 
can Domitian portray two opposite characteristics during the same period of his life? According 
to Mooney, inter initia in section 9 points backwards to the beginning of Domitian’s public 
career in Rome at the end of 69 CE.50 However, the very specific example of trying to 
discontinue sacrifices of oxen after remembering a line from Vergil is the only anecdote which 
Suetonius provides as evidence of Domitian’s early hatred of bloodshed. Combined with the fact 
that Suetonius had already established in section 2 that Domitian’s early interest in poetry was 
part of his pretense of modesty, and he later cast aside this feigned interest with contempt, we 
should expect the reader to be skeptical of such information, at the very least. So then why did 
Suetonius include this brief anecdote of Domitian’s early squeamishness? By introducing 
Domitian’s abhorrence of bloodshed with the phrase inter initia, a formal equivalence which 
connects this material with the fly anecdote, Suetonius casts the information in section 9 in stark 
relief against section 3, prompting the reader to assess the information of both passages against 
each other, along with any other information already gleaned from the text. At the same time, the 
unexpected reference to an abhorrence of bloodshed raises the very topic of bloodshed to the 
forefront of the reader’s mind, a topic which is then continued at length in section 10. 
Section 10 begins with the divisio from virtues to vices which Baldwin found abrupt and 
surprising. I have already discussed some of the ways in which Suetonius has prepared the reader 
for such a shift, and these methods are strengthened further by this material’s participation in the 
thematic frame of bloodshed established by the anecdote in section 3. The material which 
Suetonius covers in sections 10 and 11 concerns Domitian’s saeuitia, or cruelty. Explicit 
                                                
50 See Mooney (1979) 550; Suetonius states that Vespasian was still absent from Rome, and he did not 
enter the city after his victory over Vitellius’ forces until 70 CE.  
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references to Domitian’s cruelty appear in only four sections of the biography: 3.2 (metu 
saeuus); 10.1 (ad saeuitiam desciuit); 10.5 (post ciuilis belli uictoriam saeuior); 11.1 (non solum 
magnae sed etiam callidae inopinataeque saeuitiae). Suetonius explains in section 3 that fear 
contributed to Domitian’s cruelty (quantum coniectare licet, super ingenii naturam inopia rapax, 
metu saeuus, Dom. 3.2), and the examples of his cruelty in section 10 corroborate this authorial 
assessment, for many of them are concerned with attacks—whether perceived or real, slight or 
substantial—against Domitian’s personal safety and/or imperial authority. He killed Harmogenes 
of Tarsus for indirect attacks in his History and crucified the scribes who copied it (Dom. 10.1).51 
He threw a man into the arena to the dogs for speaking treasonably (Dom. 10.1). He executed 
senators for plotting revolution, and other men for other various acts of (perceived) treason.52 
While never explicitly mentioned as a motivation for such behavior, fear must have been lurking 
behind such actions. 
Domitian’s predilection for solitude may be interpreted as evidence—or perhaps a 
symptom—of such fear. Jean-Michel Hulls has discussed Domitian’s isolation as a predominate 
theme in Suetonius’ biography, highlighting the close association of seclusion with fear—
particularly for an emperor.53 Suetonius establishes Domitian’s predilection for seclusion with 
the fly anecdote in section 3 (secretum sibi horarum sumere solebat),54 and reinforces the theme 
throughout the biography with multiple examples, some of which Suetonius connects directly 
with Domitian’s fear.  
                                                
51 See Mooney (1979) 431, s.v. figuras for the meaning applied here.  
52 See Dom. 10. The examples are numerous, although nowhere qualified as crimes of maiestas. 
53 Hulls (2014) 178–196. 
54 Mooney (1979) notes that Suetonius employs the term secretum to denote “seclusion” at Tib. 42.1, 
60; Nero 20.2; Cl. 10.1, in addition to the example here.  
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In section 14 we learn that Domitian’s fear of death began at an early age, and that as a 
result he became fearful, anxious, and upset by the slightest suspicions (Dom. 14): 
adulescentulo Chaldaei cuncta praedixerant; pater quoque super cenam quondam fungis 
abstinentem palam irriserat ut ignarum sortis suae, quod non ferrum potius timeret. quare 
pauidus semper atque anxius minimis etiam suspicionibus praeter modum 
commouebatur. 
 
When he was a very young man the Chaldaeans predicted all [the circumstances of his 
death]. At dinner one time when Domitian refused to eat mushrooms his father openly 
mocked him for being ignorant of his own fate, because he did not rather fear the sword. 
Because of this he was always fearful and anxious, and exceedingly upset by the slightest 
suspicions. 
 
Even though the reader encounters this information at the mid-point of the biography, it may 
prompt her to return to section 3 through retrospective action and apply additional patterning to 
the context of Domitian’s seclusion in section 3.55 In this case, since the reader now knows that 
Domitian’s fears and anxiety about death were instilled at a young age, his hours of seclusion 
during his principate can now be understood to reflect that fear. Additionally, his preference for 
archery and avoidance of traditional military exercise (Dom. 19) can also be interpreted as 
reactions to Vespasian’s joke about avoiding steel.  
Domitian’s fear increased as the suspected day of his death approached, and as evidence 
of that fear Suetonius provides further examples of seclusion. Domitian had the walls of the 
colonnades where he would take his walks adorned with polished phengite stone so that he could 
see what was going on behind him in the mirrored surface.56 Such precautions are obviously 
evidence of his paranoia, but also refer back to Domitian’s seclusion by juxtaposing the 
accessible, and therefore dangerous, space of the colonnade to Domitian’s attempts to maintain 
                                                
55 See Perry (1979) 58–60.  




control over his environment by making it as visually small as possible. In the next example, 
Suetonius relates that Domitian now only gave hearings to prisoners in private and alone, even 
holding their chains in his hands (nec nisi secreto atque solus plerasque custodias, receptis 
quidem in manum catenis, audiebat, Dom. 14.4).  
Suetonius weaves together the themes of Domitian’s fear and desire for solitude as 
contributing directly to the manner of his death. When Parthenius announced that Stephanus had 
come to share a weighty matter with the emperor, Domitian dismissed everyone and received the 
person in his bedroom—and so what should have been the most private and secluded of places, 
Domitian’s perfect sanctuary, became the place of his murder. Stephanus had hidden a small 
dagger (dolon) in the bandages around his arm, and once he was alone with Domitian in his 
bedroom he used it to stab him in the groin (Dom. 17.1):  
ac sinisteriore brachio uelut aegro lanis fasciisque per aliquot dies ad auertendam 
suspicionem obuoluto, sub ipsam horam dolonem interiecit; professusque conspirationis 
indicium et ob hoc admissus legenti traditum a se libellum et attonito suffodit inguina. 
 
In order to avert suspicion, he wrapped his left arm for several days with wool bandages 
as though it were injured, and at the appointed hour he hid a small dagger in the 
wrappings. He gained admission to the emperor’s presence by alleging that he had 
evidence of a conspiracy. As Domitian read the document given to him by Stephanus in 
consternation, Stephanus stabbed him in the abdomen. 
 
The manner in which Domitian was assassinated, as well as its secluded location, recalls details 
from the fly anecdote in section 3, prompting the reader to associate that initial anecdote with 
Domitian’s final fate. I mentioned above the associations between the fly anecdote with 
Phaedrus’ fable about the bald man and the fly, where the fly’s sting on the bald man’s head 
corresponded to the slights committed by others which Domitian punished with murder. In the 
fable, the bald man’s attempt to kill the fly for such a small slight results in his own injury. In the 
description of Domitian’s assassination, we see the “fly” of both the anecdote in section 3 and 
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the fable get its revenge. The weapon which Stephanus used to stab Domitian is described as a 
dolon, a small sword-cane or hidden dagger. The term dolon was also used to describe a fly’s 
sting and is employed thus in another of Phaedrus’ fables.57 Domitian’s secluded act of stabbing 
flies in section 3 thus prefigures his own assassination, as all of the elements of that anecdote are 
reimagined to describe the manner of his death.  
Elements of the fly anecdote continue to be repeated in the sections after Domitian’s 
death in relation to some of his personal habits. This creates thematic coherence across the 
biography for Domitian’s character. In section 19 Suetonius describes Domitian’s preference for 
hunting and superb archery skills, as evidenced by his ability to pierce the heads of his prey with 
two arrows in order to produce “horns,” and to shoot adroitly through the fingers of a slave who 
would stand at a far distance and hold out his hand as a small shooting target (Dom. 19): 
…armorum nullo, sagittarum uel praecipuo studio tenebatur. centenas uarii generis feras 
saepe in Albano secessu conficientem spectauere plerique atque etiam ex industria ita 
quarundam capita figentem, ut duobus ictibus quasi cornua efficeret. nonnumquam in 
pueri procul stantis praebentisque pro scopulo dispansam dexterae manus palmam 
sagittas tanta arte derexit, ut omnes per interualla digitorum innocue euaderent.  
 
He had no interest in practicing at arms but had particular interest in archery. Many 
people have watched him kill hundreds of various kinds of beasts on his Alban estate, and 
have even seen him pierce some of their heads with such skill that he makes the two 
arrows look like horns on their head. Sometimes he would have a boy stand at a far 
distance and offer as a target the palm of his right hand stretched out; he then guided his 
arrows with such skill that all of them would harmlessly go through the spaces between 
the boy’s fingers.  
 
Rather than spend time in his study writing correspondence or pursuing literary interests, 
Domitian used his sharpened stylus to stab flies (stilo praeacuto configere).58 The term configere 
                                                
57 Phaedr. 3.6, Musca et Mula, “The Fly and the Mule.” 
58 See Zadorojnyi (2006) for a discussion of the connection between tyranny and literacy in imperial 
biography. Julius Caesar also employed his writing implement as a weapon: he used a graphium to wound 
Casca in the arm during his assassination (Iul. 82). 
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means to pierce through with a weapon, and in its usage we typically see it in conjunction with 
arrows (sagittas).59 That expectation is fulfilled in section 19 with formal equivalences which 
link this passage back to the anecdote in section 3. The piercing of the heads of prey is described 
as figentem, taking the term from section 3 and using it now in a more recognizable context with 
the expected weapon: sagittas. The association of this passage with the fly anecdote may have 
added a second layer of patterning to explain why Domitian spent time stabbing at such small 
targets with his stylus—he was practicing the skills he needed to accomplish such amazing feats 
of archery. However, the textual association of the fly anecdote with Domitian’s fear, seclusion, 
and treatment of detractors would have remained, and so the reader must have also appreciated 
the irony of Domitian’s arrows harmlessly (innocue) missing his slave during target practice.60 
 The final two images of Domitian which Suetonius paints for the reader echo those which 
he displayed in section 3: a contrast between desire for seclusion and intimacy. We are told that 
Domitian frequently hosted large banquets, but rushed through them—he never allowed them to 
last past sunset, nor did he continue the festivities with drinking revels; instead, he preferred to 
spend the hours before bed strolling alone in a secluded spot: conuiuabatur frequenter ac large, 
sed paene raptim; certe non ultra solis occasum nec ut postea comisaretur. nam ad horam somni 
nihil aliud quam solus secreto deambulabat (Dom. 21).61 The final section on Domitian’s 
                                                
59 See Lewis & Short, s.v. configo for examples.  
60 The reference to Domitian turning some of his prey into “horned” creatures by deftly shooting two 
arrows into their skulls (ut duobus ictibus quasi cornua efficeret, Dom. 19) may have also prompted the 
reader to recall a detail from Domitian’s assassination two sections prior. One of his murderers, 
Clodianus, was identified as a cornicularius, a military title derived from corniculum, a horn-shaped 
ornament worn on the helmet awarded as a symbol of bravery. See Mooney (1979) 590 s.v. cornicularius.  
61 Compared to Pliny’s account of Domitian’s eating habits (Pan. 49), Suetonius’ description is 
positively mild, and one might say almost boring. 
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personal habits details his excessive lust (libidinis nimiae, Dom. 22). By placing this section on 
sexual behavior immediately before the concluding passage about reactions to Domitian’s death 
(Dom. 23), Suetonius seems to culminate his description of Domitian’s personal habits with a 
crown of vice, decidedly punctuating the vita with his negative assessment of Domitian’s 
character. This may have been the case, but the sexual material does not stand alone; it is 
contextualized and interpreted according to the material which preceded it, i.e. Domitian’s 
solitary, secluded walks. Suetonius effectively ends his account of Domitian’s imperial career the 
same way he started it: by setting up two juxtaposed images of a man, the one wrapped in 
solitude and fear, the other enveloped in the arms of his lovers.  
Claudius 
The literary tradition on Claudius presents a contradictory image of an able administrator versus 
foolish tyrant.62 Suetonius provides the richest account of anecdotes about Claudius, but, 
according to many scholars, ends up presenting the most negative characterization of the 
emperor. Scholarly opinion on Suetonius’ compositional method for the biography is also largely 
negative. Baldwin complained,  
“The Diuus Claudius is one of Suetonius’ poorest efforts. In structure, it is particularly 
amorphous; some items are repeated several times…The overall verdict returned on the 
emperor is not unmixed, but largely hostile; it also involves the biographer in some of his 
more patent self-contradictions.”63  
                                                
62 For an introduction and brief summary of this material, see Hurley (2001) 14–17 with notes. The 
ancient sources on Claudius’ reign include Tacitus’ Annales, Suetonius’ Diuus Claudius, and Cassius 
Dio’s Roman History, all of whom made use of the accounts of Pliny the Elder and Cluvius Rufus. Dio 
presents a generally favorable account of Claudius’ reign, and attributed his cruel acts entirely to his 
freedmen and wives, holding Claudius responsible for only his good acts. Tacitus paints an almost 
pitiable picture of the emperor whose main fault was his habitual compliance (solita facilitas, Ann. 12.61) 
rather than cruelty.  




Expounding more specifically on the structural problems of this vita, Baldwin points out that the 
virtues and vices are not separated into categories (either formally such as we find in the 
Caligula and the Nero, or through subtle transition such as found in the Domitianus), nor is there 
any statement of method like in the Diuus Augustus. Baldwin concludes, “The entire vita is a 
teeming mess of anecdotes, illustrating good points and bad with supreme indifference to 
order.”64 In attempting to explain the messy structure, Baldwin proposes that perhaps “the 
formlessness of the narrative” might be purposefully designed to suit the subject’s own character, 
namely one who is described as “modo circumspectus et sagax, interdum inconsultus ac 
praeceps, nonnumquam frivolus amentique similis (Cl. 15.1),” but ultimately concludes that 
Claudius’ vita turned out as an “inept performance” for Suetonius.65 Donna Hurley’s assessment 
of Suetonius’ arrangement of material for this biography is only slightly less acerbic, and she 
concludes that in the end, Suetonius depicts an “implausible Claudius,” and while Suetonius 
achieves coherence across the biography itself, it comes at the expense of its subject.66  
 Let us take a closer look at the issues which Baldwin and Hurley have identified in the 
structure of Claudius’ biography to see if applying a different approach to the narrative may 
yield a more forgiving assessment, or deeper understanding, of Suetonius’ method. Claudius’ 
vita follows the familiar pattern we have seen in the other biographies, with slight variations: 
1. Ancestry, birth, and life up to accession (1–10) 
2. Public life (11–25) 
3. Private life (26–42) 
4. Death (43–6) 
 
                                                
64 Baldwin (1983) 279. 
65 Baldwin (1983) 279–82. 
66 Hurley (2001) 17–18. 
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Hurley noted that Suetonius employed a twofold division of material in the arrangement of 
Claudius’ vita, i.e. of public versus private along with good versus bad.67 Hurley did not find 
such an arrangement successful: “The double division makes the demarcation between public 
(mostly good) and private (mostly bad) awkward.”68 I argue in this section that the arrangement 
of material in Claudius’ vita reflects (and contributes to) the main character frames which 
Suetonius constructs throughout the biography. While Hurley and others have argued that the 
central theme of Claudius’ characterization is his “dependence on his wives and freedmen,”69 I 
have found that such characterization is not actually born out in Suetonius’ depiction. Rather, 
Suetonius highlights Claudius’ inconsistent character throughout the vita, and this character 
frame is constructed in part through the seemingly hodge-podge arrangement of material 
throughout the biography. Suetonius effectively creates a Claudius who is indeed a portentum 
hominis (Cl. 3.2), in the sense that he is a man comprised of incongruous qualities—some good, 
some bad; some human, some bestial.70 
 The pre-accession material in Claudius’ vita is quite unique when compared to the other 
Lives. Where the other biographies present details of the subjects’ ancestry, birth, and 
achievements during their pre-imperial public careers in order to establish the initial perceptual 
sets of the subjects’ character, Claudius’ unique situation precluded such an approach. Claudius 
                                                
67 Such a method seems to combine the approaches Suetonius used in the Diuus Iulius and Diuus 
Augustus (major division of public vs. private) with some of the other biographies, which are largely 
structured around the division of virtue vs. vice. 
68 Hurley (2001) 18. I would add that a similar type of dual structure exists for the Tiberius. 
69 Hurley (2001) 180. 
70 Plin. Nat. 11.272 refers to a type of hybrid creature with both human and bestial elements as a 




became emperor relatively late in life (at age 50), but he was denied any real participation in 
public life before his accession due to health issues. As a result, rather than present an initial 
character frame based on deeds and actions performed in public service, Suetonius must base his 
initial framework of Claudius’ character in terms of other qualities—namely Claudius’ 
“weakness in mind and body” (animo simul et corpore hebetato, Cl. 1). Thus the first ten 
sections of Claudius’ biography establish a perceptual set of qualities based around weakness, 
illness, seclusion, and incompetency—mostly by means of voicing external assessments and 
perceptions of Claudius’ character and abilities. Suetonius thus presents Claudius’ pre-accession 
material as an extended sampling of direct characterization focalized through the judgments of 
Claudius’ family and contemporaries, rather than an account of his public career under the 
successive emperors Augustus, Tiberius, and Gaius.71   
Suetonius introduces the general theme of these first sections with the following authorial 
statement (Cl. 2.1):  
…per omne fere pueritiae atque adulescentiae tempus uariis et tenacibus morbis 
conflictatus est, adeo ut animo simul et corpore hebetato ne progressa quidem aetate ulli 
publico priuatoque muneri habilis existimaretur. 
 
…for almost all of his childhood and early youth he was afflicted with various persistent 
illnesses to such an extent that both his mind and body were weakened. Not even when 
he reached the age at which he should have held public or private employment was he 
considered suitable for either.  
 
Claudius did display an early zeal and aptitude for literary studies, to which he applied himself 
seriously, but these accomplishments did nothing to advance his public career, or inspire his 
family with any confidence in his abilities (Cl. 3.1). The specific insults hurled at him by various 
                                                
71 Although, as Hurley (2001) 67 notes, Suetonius still arranges the content chronologically according 




family members are concerned with his physical and mental deficits. His mother called him a 
portentum hominis (“monster of a man,” Cl. 3.2) whom nature had never finished forming (nec 
absolutum a natura, sed tantum incohatum, Cl. 3.2), and measured the stupidity of others against 
him (stultiorem aiebat filio suo Claudio, Cl. 3.2). His grandmother only held him in the highest 
contempt (pro despectissimo semper habuit, Cl. 3.2), and his sister considered the possibility of 
Claudius holding power in Rome as a “cruel and undeserved misfortune” (tam iniquam et tam 
indignam sortem, Cl. 3.2). Augustus questioned whether Claudius was “wholly formed,” (artius, 
ut ita dicam, holocleros, Cl. 4.1) and worried about how Claudius would reflect on the family’s 
prestige.72 Tiberius either shunned or ignored Claudius’ requests for public office, which resulted 
in Claudius turning to a life of otium and seclusion, spending time with the most despicable 
people and garnering a reputation for drunkenness in addition to idleness (atque ex contubernio 
sordidissimorum hominum super ueterem segnitiae notam ebrietatis quoque et aleae infamiam 
subiit, Cl. 5). When the senate proposed that Claudius be allowed to address them, Tiberius 
denied the request, claiming that Claudius’ weakness would prevent such participation 
(excusante Tiberio imbecillitatem eius, Cl. 6.2). Even after Claudius began to participate in 
public life during Gaius’ reign, he continued to be ridiculed, insulted, and at times even 
physically threatened (Cl. 8–9). 
 All of these anecdotes function as examples of direct characterization which present 
Claudius as a man unfit to hold any type of public office, let alone rule Rome as emperor. 
Suetonius compiles a steady and well-organized compendium of material on Claudius’ character 
                                                
72 sin autem ἠλαττῶσθαι sentimus eum et βεβλάφθαι καὶ εἰς τὴν τοῦ σώµατος καὶ εἰς τὴν τῆς ψυχῆς 
ἀρτιότητα, praebenda materia deridendi et illum et nos non est hominibus τὰ τοιαῦτα σκώπτειν καὶ 
µυκτηρίζειν εἰωθόσιν, “But should he prove physically and mentally deficient, the public (which is 
always amused by trifles) must not be given a chance of laughing at him and us,” (Cl. 4.2). See Hurley 
(2001) 76, s.v. 4.2 for Augustus’ liberal use of Greek. 
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and early experiences which allows him ultimately to conclude that Claudius’ ascension to the 
principate came about by extraordinary chance (Per haec ac talia maxima aetatis parte transacta 
quinquagesimo anno imperium cepit quantumuis mirabili casu, “Having spent most of his life in 
such circumstances, Claudius became emperor at the age of 50 by a very remarkable accident,” 
Cl. 10.1). Then follows an account of his apprehensive journey to confirmation of power 
(exterritus; prae metu; tristis ac trepidus; Cl. 10), and sections 11–25 detail his actions and 
behavior in public administration. The material in these sections highlights a second perceptual 
set for Claudius’ character construction, namely his inconsistency. This character trait was also 
hinted at in the first ten sections of the biography, but Suetonius’ choice in arrangement of 
material in sections 11–25, along with the anecdotes he uses, really brings this trait to the 
forefront of Claudius’ character. The arrangement and choice of these anecdotes are crucial for 
understanding the somewhat surprising “twist” which Suetonius proposes in section 25.5 about 
the source and motivation for Claudius’ actions. 
 The inconsistent nature of Claudius’ character had already been hinted at in sections 1–
10. His mother’s description of him as a portentum hominum (Cl. 3.1) invokes an image of 
physical incongruity, an idea which Suetonius later reinforces in section 30 with a highly 
contrasting description of Claudius’ physical features (Cl. 30):  
Auctoritas dignitasque formae non defuit †et ueterum† stanti uel sedenti ac praecipue 
quiescenti, nam et prolixo nec exili corpore erat et specie canitieque pulchra, opimis 
ceruicibus; ceterum et ingredientem destituebant poplites minus firmi, et remisse quid uel 
serio agentem multa dehonestabant: risus indecens, ira turpior spumante rictu, umentibus 
naribus, praeterea linguae titubantia caputque cum semper tum in quantulocumque actu 
uel maxime tremulum. 
 
His form did not lack authority and dignity, particularly when he was standing or sitting 
and especially when he was at rest, for he was tall and not thin, and his appearance and 
white hair were pleasing, and he had a thick neck. But his knees were not very strong and 
failed him when he walked, and he had many disgraceful traits when acting in earnest and 
in jest. He had an indecent laugh, when angry he would foam at the mouth repulsively, 
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and his nose would run. Moreover, his speech would stammer and his head would always 
tremble, but especially when he was engaged in business, however trifling.  
 
Claudius’ interest and proficiency in literary studies (Cl. 3) seem surprising for a person who was 
constantly described as having a weak mind (animo…hebetato, Cl. 2), stupid (stultor, Cl. 3), and 
deficient and feeble in mind (ἠλαττῶσθαι…εἰς τὴν τῆς ψυχῆς ἀρτιότητα, Cl. 4.2; imbecillatem, 
Cl. 6.2). Suetonius’ final example of Augustus’ opinion concerning Claudius sums up the 
confusing nature of Claudius’ intelligence quite well (Cl. 4.6):  
‘Tiberium nepotem tuum placere mihi declamantem potuisse, peream nisi, mea Liuia, 
admiror. nam qui tam ἀσαφῶς loquatur, qui possit cum declamat σαφῶς dicere quae 
dicenda sunt, non uideo’.  
 
“Dear Livia, I’ll be damned if I am not amazed that I was pleased at your grandson 
Tiberius’ skills at declaiming. I do not understand how someone who speaks so obscurely 
can speak clearly whenever he declaims what needs to be said.” 
 
Even Claudius’ reputation under Tiberius presents the reader with conflicting information. First 
we are told that his time spent in otium with the most despicable people (sordidissimorum 
hominum, Cl. 5) led to disgraceful rumors of his indolence, drunkenness, and dicing (super 
ueterem segnitiae notam ebrietatis quoque et aleae infamiam subiit, Cl. 5), but the very next 
clause affirms that at the same time as this, even though he behaved in this manner, Claudius 
continued to be treated with respect and deference by the public (cum interim, quanquam hoc 
modo agenti, numquam aut officium hominum aut reuerentia publice defuit, Cl. 5). 
 In sections 11–25, Claudius’ inconsistency and erratic behavior are reflected in the 
arrangement and choice of material, i.e. a combination of positive and negative examples, often 
falling under the same rubric—much like we saw in the previous sections. Rather than interpret 
this material as a “teeming mess of anecdotes, illustrating good points and bad with supreme 
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indifference to order,”73 we are better served to see it as the result of Suetonius taking the theme 
of Claudius’ inconsistency and using it as the principle around which he organized the content. 
 Suetonius establishes discrepancies in Claudius’ behavior as emperor in the conflicting 
descriptions of his accession to power and first actions taken to establish his authority. In the 
aftermath of Gaius’ murder, Claudius is presented as a terrified bystander who allows himself to 
be controlled by those around him (Cl. 10). However, in the very next section Suetonius presents 
a Claudius who immediately assumes responsibility and takes calculated steps to establish his 
authority and good reputation through the control of information, orders of amnesty, 
management of the senate,74 and shows of family devotion.75 All of these actions depict Claudius 
as a competent, decisive, and effective ruler—in stark contrast to his character as presented by 
his family in sections 3–6, as well as the timid by-stander which Suetonius displays in section 10. 
Claudius’ virtues continue in section 12 with examples of his restraint (parcus) and citizen-like 
behavior (ciuilitas), especially to the senate and other magistrates. This benevolent behavior 
quickly earned him the love and favor of the people (quare in breui spatio tantum amoris 
fauorisque collegit, Cl. 12.3), and yet multiple threats were still made on his life by people from 
all orders (Nec tamen expers insidiarum usque quaque permansit, Cl. 13.1)—a direct 
contradiction to the sentiments in section 12.  
 Sections 14–25 relate Claudius’ actions and behavior in his public administration as 
consul, judge, and censor (14–16); his military achievements (17); upkeep of the city (18–20); 
                                                
73 Baldwin (1983) 279. 
74 Claudius made sure that the senate voted Livia divine honors: auiae Liuiae diuinos honores… 
decernenda curauit (Cl. 11). The phrase decernenda curauit highlights the power relationship between 
Claudius and the senate. See Hurley (2001) 104. 
75 Hurley (2001) 101–106 notes that this section establishes clementia and pietas as Claudius’ first 
imperial virtues.   
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largesse to the people and public shows (21); and matters of religious, civil, military, and social 
customs (22–25). These rubrics also highlight discrepancies in their depiction of Claudius’ 
behavior, fluctuating between positive and negative examples, sometimes from one rubric to the 
next, other times switching assessments within the same rubric (14–15; 16; 21). For example, 
section 14 seems to establish a positive model for Claudius’ behavior as judge under the rubric 
ius et consul et extra honorem laboriosissime dixit, “Both as consul and when not acting as a 
magistrate he was a most conscientious judge,” (Cl. 14).76 In the examples, however, Suetonius 
shows Claudius veering from moderating harsh judgments with more lenient penalties to 
imposing harsher penalties on less serious crimes, with the result that the reader constructs a 
model of Claudius acting with “capricious judgment”77 in his judicial role. The model of 
capricious behavior continues and is reinforced in section 15 with more specific examples of 
Claudius’ actions in court, signaled with the heading in cognoscendo autem ac decernendo mira 
uarietate animi fuit (“In his reactions to the decisions of others, as well as his own decisions, he 
was remarkably erratic,” Cl. 15.1). More specifically, Suetonius describes how Claudius could 
sometimes be cicrumspectus et sagax (“careful and shrewd”), occasionally inconsultus ac 
praeceps (“inconsiderate and rash”), and sometimes friuolus amentique similis (“silly and as 
though insane”). The anecdotes which follow provide examples of Claudius depicting each of 
                                                
76 Cf. ius laboriosissime…dixit (Iul. 43.1). 
77 Hurley (2001) 118–19. 
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these qualities in turn.78 Such erratic behavior brought Claudius into open and widespread 
contempt (propter quae usque eo euiluit ut passim ac propalam contemptui esset, Cl. 15.3)—
another direct contradiction to the amor and favor which he had garnered from the public in 
section 12. Finally, Claudius’ actions as censor confirm even further his inconsistency (hanc 
quoque inaequabiliter uarioque et animo et euentu, “In this role as well he behaved erratically, 
namely with inconsistent policy and practice,” Cl. 16.1).79  
 Sections 14–16 thus present a rather negative view of Claudius’ administrative 
capabilities and practices through the lens of inconsistency, while sections 17–24, for the most 
part, seem to relate neutral and positive examples of Claudius’ imperial accomplishments, 
although Suetonius continues to reveal aspects of his inconsistency even in these positive 
anecdotes. Claudius’ military campaign in Britain was small (modicam) and while he provided 
no real contribution to its success, his triumph in celebration of the victories claimed otherwise 
(Cl. 17.3). Claudius showed much concern in caring for the city and distributing the grain supply 
(urbis annonaeque curam sollicitissime semper egit, Cl. 18.1), but only through reactionary 
measures after a crisis had already hit. His public works were utilitarian for the city (opera 
magna potiusque necessaria quam multa perfecit sed uel praecipua, Cl. 20.1), but also extremely 
                                                
78 The two anecdotes about the jurors and woman who refused to acknowledge a man as her son in 
court depict Claudius as circumspectus ac sagax (Cl. 15.1–2). Claudius’ practice of always deciding in 
favor of the present party shows him being inconsultus, while his approval of amputating a forger’s hands 
at the sudden suggestion of someone in the court shows evidence of him acting praeceps (Cl. 15.2). His 
treatment of the man under questioning about his citizenship status was friuolus, while the final anecdote 
of Claudius’ verdict that he decided in favor of those who told the truth (secundum eos se sentire, qui 
uera proposuissent, 15.3) portrays him as nonsensical and ineffective in his role as judge (amens).  
79 These anecdotes as well function to illustrate Suetonius’ point; see Hurley (2001) 128–29. 
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time-consuming and potentially impossible, not to mention expensive.80 Claudius’ largess to the 
public and production of numerous and magnificent shows were to his credit, as was the 
familiarity and congeniality with which he treated the people during some of the shows; 
however, this commendable behavior is then contrasted with his sudden rush to anger and threats 
to annihilate thousands of combatants on the spot when they refused to fight energetically (21.6). 
Sections 22–25.4 detail Claudius’ social and legal reforms, focusing on his institution of 
conservative policies. These sections are packed full of information but lack examples of 
characterization or anecdotes depicting Claudius’ behavior. Rather, they show the large amount 
and wide range of policies which Claudius enacted during his reign. Suetonius then suddenly 
disrupts this image of Claudius performing as an effective emperor with a surprising conclusion 
to section 25. 
A shift from public to private occurs at the end of section 25 when Suetonius declares 
that all of Claudius’ actions throughout his reign were dictated by his wives and freedmen. As I 
mentioned above, Hurley classified the arrangement of material in Claudius’ vita as following a 
twofold division of content, i.e. public versus private as well as good versus bad, with the 
“mostly good” material falling under the public rubric and the “mostly bad” material appearing 
in the private sections. However, as my previous discussion has shown, Claudius’ pre-accession 
and public rubrics actually construct a character frame for Claudius which is based on his 
inconsistency, not necessarily “good” public qualities to be contrasted with his “bad” private life. 
The examples which Suetonius used to illustrate Claudius’ inconsistency included, by necessity, 
                                                
80 Specifically draining the Fucine Lake and building the harbor at Ostia: quanquam sciret ex iis 
alterum ab Augusto precantibus assidue Marsis negatum, alterum a Diuo Iulio saepius destinatum ac 
propter difficultatem omissum (“Even though he knew that Augustus had denied the frequent requests of 
the Marsi to drain the lake, and that Julius Caesar had put aside building the port due to its difficulty, 
though he often planned to start,” Cl. 20.1). 
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instances of both good and bad behavior. Therefore, Hurley’s classification of arrangement does 
not adequately describe Suetonius’ method of organization for this vita, and as a result misses 
some of Suetonius’ key characterizations for Claudius, including the function and impact of the 
divisio at the end of section 25.  
After Suetonius describes some of Claudius’ religious reforms in section 25, he 
concludes the section with the apparent non sequitur (25.5): 
sed et haec et cetera totumque adeo ex parte magna principatum non tam suo quam 
uxorum libertorumque arbitrio administrauit, talis ubique plerumque qualem esse eum aut 
expediret illis aut liberet. 
 
But both these actions and others, in fact almost his entire imperial administration he 
managed not so much by his own judgment as by that of his wives and freedmen, in 
every situation and most occasions being the sort of man it was expedient or pleasing to 
them for him to be.   
 
This statement is puzzling for many reasons. Hurley assigns double duty to it, seeing it function 
both as a summary of the material in chapters 11–25 (et haec et cetera) which denies Claudius 
any responsibility for the “positive actions ascribed to him thus far,”81 as well as a transition 
from Claudius’ public administration to private life: “C.’s dependence on his wives and 
freedmen, the central theme of the characterization of him, provides the transition to private 
life.”82 As a summary of the previous material, this statement should trigger retrospective re-
patterning in the reading process, for it abruptly challenges the reader’s construction of a 
character frame for Claudius thus far in the vita. Retrospective re-patterning might occur when 
newly encountered material in the text directly contradicts previous material, thus resulting in the 
cancellation of a formerly constructed frame and replacement of it with another.83 In this case, 
                                                
81 Hurley (2001) 180. 
82 Hurley (2001) 180. 
83 See Perry (1979) 58–61 for a discussion of the retrospective action in the reading process.  
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Suetonius seems to claim to the reader that all of the information which she had encountered and 
processed in sections 11–25.4 should not be attributed to Claudius, but rather to his wives and 
freedmen, thus robbing Claudius of any direct responsibility for his actions—good and bad.84 
What happens when the reader reconsiders the previous material with this new information in 
mind?  
 The problem with Hurley’s assessment in this case is that much of the material in the 
preceding sections uses Claudius’ administrative actions as opportunities to display his behavior 
and personality, and it is difficult to attribute those types of qualities to external forces. How 
could Claudius’ wives or freedmen have manipulated Claudius’ erratic behavior in court (15), or 
inconsistencies as censor (16), or his congenial behavior at the sportula (21), or even his sudden 
anger at the combatants who refused to fight (21.4)? If the statement in section 25.5 prompts the 
reader to review the previous material with the expectation of re-patterning Claudius’ character 
construction based on this new information concerning his dependency on his wives and 
freedmen, then we should expect the reader to pick up on details which point towards Claudius’ 
lack of agency. However, the way in which Suetonius presents his material in all of these vitae 
largely prevents this type of detail from coming through, namely due to the fact that Suetonius 
maintains focus on his biographical subject by keeping him as the active subject of most verbs. 
Thus when the reader returns to sections 11–25.4, she finds Claudius maintaining responsibility 
over all of his actions through 3rd person active verbs with him as the subject.  
                                                
84 Hurley’s interpretation of this statement denies Claudius responsibility for any good actions, which in 
turn implies that he retains all responsibility for all bad actions in sections 11–25.4 (of which there have 
been plenty). However, this is not how Suetonius frames the divisio—he claims that all of Claudius’ 
actions and the manner in which he administered his principate were directly manipulated by his wives 
and freedmen, not just the negative ones.  
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 The statement in section 25.5 achieves more as a transition from descriptions of 
Claudius’ public administration to topics concerned with his private life, as it introduces the very 
topics of his marriages and household which follow in sections 26–28. However, where the end 
of section 25 asserts Claudius’ dependence on and manipulation by his wives, the beginning of 
section 26 subverts that characterization by showing Claudius actively controlling his marital 
status, albeit through divorce and execution of wives who behaved scandalously.85 
In the description of his marriages we are again reminded of Claudius’ main character 
trait established thus far, i.e. his inconsistency. After several failed marriages Claudius pledged 
to his praetorian guard that he would remain single for the rest of his life, and if he failed to keep 
his word they could kill him (confirmauitque pro contione apud praetorianos, quatenus sibi 
matrimonia male cederent, permansurum se in caelibatu, ac nisi permansisset, non recusaturum 
confodi manibus ipsorum, Cl. 26.2). However, Claudius breaks his promise immediately in the 
very next sentence with plans to remarry (nec durare ualuit quin de condicionibus continuo 
tractaret, Cl. 26.3). Where other sources depict this contest of wives as orchestrated by his 
freedmen, Suetonius makes no mention of their involvement and so Claudius comes across as 
                                                
85 Note the third person active verbs: He divorced his first wife, Plautia Urgulanilla, for alleged adultery 
and the suspicion of homicide, and his second wife, Aelia Paetina, for lesser offenses (cum utraque 
diuortium fecit, sed cum Paetina ex leuibus offensis, cum Vrgulanilla ob libidinum probra et homicidii 
suspicionem, Cl. 26.2). Hurley (2001) 183 notes that the chiastic structure of this information allows 
Suetonius to end the sentence on Urgulanilla’s more serious crimes. This transitions smoothly to his 
marriage to Messalina, her reputation for “scandals and disgraceful deeds” (cetera flagitia atque 
dedecora) and Claudius’ execution of her for committing bigamy (quam cum comperisset super cetera 




picking his next wife for himself, again conflicting with the depiction of a passive Claudius 
presented in section 25.5.86  
After the brief interlude of describing Claudius’ marriages, children, and relationships 
with his freedmen (Cl. 26–28), section 29 points back to the characterization introduced at the 
end of section 25 with the heading his, ut dixi, uxoribusque addictus, non principem se, sed 
ministrum egit, “Yielding to his freedmen and wives, as I said before, he behaved not as a 
princeps but as a servant,” (Cl. 29.1). Then the reader encounters a list of evils which Claudius 
perpetrated under their manipulation. Suetonius presents this material as a gradual swell which 
reaches a crescendo of murders at the midway point (Cl. 29.1–2) before quickly dropping off to 
conclude with an anecdote questioning the levels of Claudius’ stupidity and likelihood of being 
duped in certain cases (Cl. 29.3): 
nam illud omnem fidem excesserit quod nuptiis, quas Messalina cum adultero Silio 
fecerat, tabellas dotis et ipse consignauerit, inductus, quasi de industria simularentur ad 
auertendum transferendumque periculum, quod imminere ipsi per quaedam ostenta 
portenderetur. 
 
It is beyond belief that Claudius was tricked into signing the marriage license which 
Messalina made with her lover Silius, as if such action would avert and transfer the 
danger which certain omens portended to threaten him.  
 
By concluding the section which purportedly presents Claudius behaving as a ministrum to his 
wives and freedmen rather than as a princeps with an anecdote which questions such behavior,  
Suetonius raises doubt about the extent of this very characterization of Claudius. 
The effect which the arrangement of the material in sections 25.5 and 29 has on Claudius’ 
characterization must also be addressed. As I discussed above, Hurley has classified 25.5 as both 
a summary of chapters 11–25 and a transition to private life, particularly looking forward to 
                                                
86 Tac. Ann. 12.1–2 describes a scene of each freedman presenting his favorite to Claudius, who 
passively observes—a kind of mock “Judgment of Paris.”   
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sections 26 and 29, while she identified section 29 as a “chapter that completes this interlude of 
wives and freedmen (26–9)” which has as its unifying theme Claudius’ passivity to his wives and 
freedmen.87 I argued that as a summary of the preceding sections the statement of 25.5 falls flat, 
particularly since Suetonius’ account of the actions which Claudius’ wives and freedmen 
instigated does not appear until section 29.88 Power has argued that we should read Cl. 29.1 as a 
partitio which “recalls the Caligula’s redefinition of the emperor as monster, and not an 
emperor,”89 therefore revealing Claudius’ true nature as a slave rather than an emperor. Power 
argued that the statements in Cal. 22.1 and Cl. 29.1 should be interpreted as partitiones rather 
than diuisiones due to the breadth of their scope: “they are the overall parts of the biography that 
                                                
87 Hurley (2001) 180; 195. 
88 I have also shown how the application of this statement to a retrospective reading of Claudius’ 
character frames which the reader has constructed in the narrative thus far fails to challenge the 
established perceptual sets, particularly that of Claudius’ inconsistency. If anything, the statement in 25.5 
strengthens such characterization of Claudius, not by prompting the reader to reconsider what has come 
before in a different light, but rather by confirming that inconsistency while simultaneously providing 
some external explanation for it (in some cases). 
89 Power (2007) 271. Power bases his argument on stasis theory and Suetonius’ employment of this 
rhetorical method through staseis of definition (146). The partitiones in Cal. 22.1 and Cl. 29.1 thus 
should not be understood as reinterpretations by Suetonius of the emperors’ respective characters, or even 
a presentation of equally valid sides of the emperor’s character, but rather we should understand these 
partitiones to represent Suetonius’ “redefinition indicating what the underlying interpretation was all 
along” (147), i.e. Caligula’s true nature as a monster and Claudius’ true nature as a slave. The designation 
of “emperor” for these men should be read as false since their actions and natures do not correspond with 
the virtues required by imperial power: “In one sense there is, or better was, before the partitio, an 
emperor-side to Suetonius’ argument, but the biographer exposes it as a foil for his more pressing 




are taken in turn and broken into various species or ‘categories’.”90 According to Power, 
partitiones constitute the “major divisions that determine the sides of, and therefore define, the 
overall argument of the biography.”91 When applied to the statements like Cal. 22.1 and Cl. 29.1, 
they reveal that Suetonius “has maintained all the while a preconceived view of his character and 
is building each part of his biography toward this portrayal.”92  
Does Power’s application of partitio apply in the case of Claudius’ biography? If a 
partitio functions as a large-scale structural device to lay out the major argument or organization 
of a narrative, such as we find in Cal. 22.1 or Nero 19.3,93 then such classification cannot be 
applied to Cl. 29.1. If so, the sections which follow 29 would provide examples of and reiterate 
Claudius’ characterization as a ministrum, such as we find in the Caligula concerning Gaius’ 
monstrous nature. However, the material which follows in sections 30–43 rarely presents 
Claudius behaving in a servile manner and continues to show, for the most part, a Claudius who 
is responsible for his actions and behavior. Indeed, some of the sections on Claudius’ character 
even reclaim some of the responsibility which he seems to have given up to his wives and 
freedmen in section 29, particularly concerning the list of murders which he condoned at their 
                                                
90 Power (2007) 148. See also 131–50 for his discussion of Suetonius’ use of diuisiones and partitiones 
as part of the rhetorical program of the DVC. Also Townend (1967) 85–7 with notes at 109. Cicero 
distinguishes between diuisio and partitio in Top. 33. 
91 Power (2007) 145. 
92 Power (2007) 148. 
93 Hactenus quasi de principe, reliqua ut de monstro narranda sunt (“Thus far I have presented the so-
called emperor, now I must tell about the monster he really was,” Cal. 22.1); Haec partim nulla 
reprehensione, partim etiam non mediocri laude digna in unum contuli, ut secernerem a probris ac 
sceleribus eius, de quibus dehinc dicam (“I have collected this information into one section partly as 
deserving no censure, and partly even worthy of considerable praise, in order to separate it from his 
disgraceful acts and crimes—to which I now turn,” Nero 19.3). 
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suggestion.94 Thus the statement in 29.1 should be understood as another diuisio introducing a 
self-contained section of material, which nevertheless harkens back to and elaborates on a theme 
which Suetonius had introduced earlier in section 25. It does not establish the defining structure 
of the biography, nor the main characterization of Claudius. 
Structurally, Claudius’ biography is actually quite balanced and consistent. The 
repetitions which Baldwin found so problematic (though he never cites examples) actually 
function as formal and thematic equivalences to impose coherence across the biography’s 
structure and Claudius’ characterization. In this sense, Suetonius creates a sense of complexity 
and depth to Claudius—where the man is presented as inconsistent in mind, body, and nature, 
such inconsistences are harmonized through the narrative by means of consistent and coherent 
structure. 
The sections which describe various aspects of Claudius’ private life (Cl. 30–42) 
correspond to attributes or themes which Suetonius had already established in the earlier sections 
of the narrative, through either direct or indirect references. Sometimes these references confirm 
attributes which were described in earlier sections, or they present them in a slightly different 
light. For example, Suetonius describes aspects of Claudius’ physical appearance and health in 
sections 2 and 30. In section 2, Claudius’ physical attributes are presented within the context of 
public life—they become a defining factor for his exclusion from office and removal from public 
                                                
94 Suetonius describes Claudius’ blood lust in section 34 (saeuum et sanguinarium natura fuisse), and 
such an attribute may surely have contributed to the string of murders presented in section 29. 
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view.95 The focus in this section lies on his physical weakness (corpore hebetato) and the 
consequences such an infirmity would traditionally have for someone pursuing public office in 
Rome—as evidenced by Augustus’ own remarks in some of his letters to Livia.96 We are to read 
these weaknesses and deformities as directly preventing Claudius from entering public office. 
Not much detail about his physical features is given in section 2. Those more vivid descriptions 
appear in section 30. Claudius, of course, has already been firmly established in his imperial role 
by this point in the narrative, so when the reader encounters the physical description in section 
30, she may be somewhat surprised to recall that this same information as presented in section 2 
should have barred Claudius from high office, let alone the principate. Thus, even though the 
emperor’s physical description comes in the “private” section of the biography, for Claudius at 
least these details are intimately connected to and grounded in a public context. This may explain 
why Suetonius introduces section 30 with the positive aspects of Claudius’ physical presence, i.e. 
those features which are fit for an emperor, but the negative examples which follow throw into 
high relief Claudius’ inconsistent, “monstrous” appearance (portentum hominis, Cl. 3.2). 
                                                
95 Suetonius makes this quite clear: per omne fere pueritiae atque adulescentiae tempus uariis et 
tenacibus morbis conflictatus est, adeo ut animo simul et corpore hebetato ne progressa quidem aetate 
ulli publico priuatoque muneri habilis existimaretur (“For almost his entire childhood and youth he 
struggled with various persistent illnesses to such an extent that when he reached the age for choosing 
public or private office he was thought capable of neither due to the weakness of his mind and body,” Cl. 
2.1). In a reversal of the customary rituals, he was literally hidden from view on the occasion of his 
receiving his toga of adulthood: et togae uirilis die circa mediam noctem sine sollemni officio lectica in 
Capitolium latus est (“On the day he acquired his toga of adulthood, he was carried to the Capitol in a 
litter in the middle of the night, without a ceremonial procession,” Cl. 2.2).  
96 Cl. 4.1–4.3. 
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Many of the details about Claudius’ private life are closely paralleled in earlier material. 
For example, compare the arrangement of his dinner parties in section 32 to his earlier 
experiences in the dining hall in section 8: 
Conuiuia agitauit et ampla et assidua ac fere patentissimis locis, ut plerumque sesceni 
simul discumberent…adhibebat omni cenae et liberos suos cum pueris puellisque 
nobilibus, qui more ueteri ad fulcra lectorum sedentes uescerentur. (Cl. 32) 
 
He frequently held ample banquets as a rule in the most accessible locations, commonly 
with 600 guests at a time…He had at every private dinner his own children along with 
those of the leading citizens, who dined sitting near the end of the couches in the 
traditional manner. 
 
nam et si paulo serius ad praedictam cenae horam occurrisset, non nisi aegre et circuito 
demum triclinio recipiebatur. (Cl. 8) 
 
If he arrived a little bit late to dinner, he had to wander around the hall for a while, not 
without difficulty, before he was shown to his table. 
 
The contrast in situations highlights the positive effect which the change in Claudius’ 
circumstances has had on his dining experiences. Suetonius continues the comparison even 
further to contrast Claudius’ post-dinner activities: 
nec temere umquam triclinio abscessit nisi distentus ac madens, et ut statim supino ac per 
somnum hianti pinna in os inderetur ad exonerandum stomachum. (Cl. 33.1) 
 
He scarcely ever departed from dinner unless engorged with food and wet with drink. 
Then he would fall asleep supine so that a feather could be inserted into his gaping mouth 
in order to purge his stomach of its contents. 
 
et quotiens post cibum addormisceret, quod ei fere accidebat, olearum aut palmularum 
ossibus incessebatur, interdum ferula flagroue uelut per ludum excitabatur a copreis. 
solebant et manibus stertentis socci induci, ut repente expergefactus faciem sibimet 
confricaret. (Cl. 8) 
 
He often fell asleep after dinner, which frequently resulted in him being assaulted with 
the pits of olives and dates. Sometimes the court jesters would wake him up with a whip 
and lash, as if it were a joke. Some people would put slippers on his hands while he 





In these examples, Suetonius does not contrast Claudius’ behavior—in both situations he falls 
into a heavy sleep due to over-indulgence in wine and food. Granted, when compared to 
Claudius’ obscene corpulent comas induced by excessive indulgence in section 33, the depiction 
of his treatment in section 8 comes across as more pitiable since Suetonius never mentions the 
catalyst for Claudius’ post-dinner naps.97 Suetonius’ choice in contrast here focuses the reader’s 
attention not on Claudius’ behavior, but on external reactions to it both before and after his rise 
to power. 
 The next three characteristics which Suetonius describes for Claudius present an 
extremely negative view of his disposition. Descriptions of Claudius’ cruelty and blood-lust 
(saeuum et sanguinarium, Cl. 34) follow logically after the section on his excessive appetite for 
food, wine, women, and dice (Cl. 33), and while at first glance these traits do not seem to have 
clear parallels which were established in the earlier material, the reader might recall the anecdote 
about Claudius summoning an executioner to cut off a man’s hand with a cleaver at the mere 
suggestion of a bystander in the audience (proclamante quodam praecidendas falsario manus, 
carnificem statim acciri cum machaera mensaque lanionia flagitauit, Cl. 15.2),98 as well as the 
list of murders in section 29. Claudius’ cruelty, like that of Tiberius and Domitian, was also 
connected to his fear and paranoia (timidus ac diffidens, Cl. 35.1), the traits which Suetonius 
emphasizes here as Claudius’ most dominant (sed nihil aeque quam timidus ac diffidens fuit, Cl. 
35.1), and which he also established in several other sections of earlier material (Cl. 9; 10; 13).99 
                                                
97 Indeed, the purpose of the anecdotes in section 8 is to build a contextual frame of Claudius’ weakness 
and maltreatment by all around him, so naturally their focus would be on those aspects of these 
interactions. 
98 See Hurley (2001) 123. 
99 Hurley (2001) 211–17. 
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Finally, Claudius receives the only rubric on anger in the entire DVC (irae et iracundiae, Cl. 
38.1), but this again has parallels in sections 21.6 and 30.  
 The final rubrics on Claudius’ personal life artfully echo his first descriptions through an 
interlocking web of references to his mental acuity and liberal studies. In the early sections of 
Claudius’ biography, Suetonius established the first perceptual set of attributes for Claudius’ 
character, i.e. his mental and physical weakness. However, all evidence of those weaknesses was 
presented through the external perceptions of his family members, particularly concerning his 
mental weakness. Suetonius offers no direct examples of Claudius’ behavior to corroborate such 
opinions. On the contrary, the examples he does provide of Claudius doing anything in these 
sections refute the negative assessments of his family. Suetonius tells the reader that Claudius 
applied himself to literary studies at an early age and published several samples (disciplinis 
tamen liberalibus ab aetate prima non mediocrem operam dedit ac saepe experimenta cuiusque 
etiam publicauit, Cl. 3.1). Indeed, Augustus even marvels at Claudius’ keen declamatory skills 
(Cl. 4.6).100 These early sections thus present a conflicting and someone inconsistent portrait of 
Claudius; but the inconsistencies can be attributed to mistaken perceptions of external focalizers. 
 In section 38.3, Suetonius returns to the theme of Claudius’ stupidity and, through the 
mouth of Claudius himself, offers a potential explanation for the incongruities in sections 2–4. 
Claudius asserted in some brief speeches that he had feigned stupidity under Gaius for self-
preservation (ac ne stultitiam quidem suam reticuit simulatamque a se ex industria sub Gaio, 
quod aliter euasurus peruenturusque ad susceptam stationem non fuerit, Cl. 38.3). However, the 
following two sections provide ample evidence to the contrary, with numerous anecdotes 
detailing examples of Claudius’ absent-mindedness and lack of forethought (obliuionem et 
                                                
100 See above, p. 195. 
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inconsiderantiam, Cl. 39–40).101 Where examples of Claudius’ stupidity were lacking in sections 
2–4, Suetonius offers comparable evidence here in apparent opposition to Claudius’ own self-
characterization, again highlighting his inconsistent nature. After presenting the reader with 
numerous anecdotes which questioned Claudius’ mental acuity, Suetonius concludes the rubrics 
on private life with an account of Claudius’ accomplishments in education, namely his literary 
pursuits (liberalibus studiis, 40.3–41) and Greek studies (Graeca studia, 42).   
Such an arrangement of conflicting characterizations could understandably result in the 
opinion that the material had been presented as a “teeming mess of anecdotes, illustrating good 
points and bad with supreme indifference to order.”102 However, if one considers the thematic 
sections of the biography as corresponding to the perceptual sets which had been established in 
the pre-accession sections, then a balanced structure to Claudius’ biography emerges—a 
balanced structure which consistently displays Claudius’ inconsistencies, thereby imposing 
coherence to the narrative as a whole.
                                                
101 Hurley (2001) 221 comments that the rubrics in sections 39–40 could be viewed as an inversion of 
the typical eloquence rubrics that we find in some of the other Lives (Iul. 55; Aug. 84; Calig. 53). This 
interpretation would put the material in sections 39–40 in direct opposition to Augustus’ positive 
assessment of Claudius’ oratorical skills in section 4. 




In the Introduction to this project I argued that it made more sense to approach the 
emperors’ characters in the DVC according to Schneider’s categorized/personalized types rather 
than the more familiar dichotomies presented by character studies which question whether 
characters are individualized/typified, dynamic/static, or idealized/realistic. My reasoning for 
using that approach was based on the fact that Schneider’s character types are based on a mental-
model theory of character reception which takes into account the interaction between the reader’s 
mental sources of information along with textual information in order to construct models of 
characters. By comparison, the other approaches tend to focus on the author’s methods of 
characterization in the text rather than how those methods are processed by the reader into 
meaningful representations. Thus the close reliance of Schneider’s approach on aspects of text-
processing made it a good candidate for addressing the problem in Suetonian scholarship 
concerning the issue of characterization, namely that modern scholars/readers have found issue 
with Suetonius’ arrangement of material and how such organization seems to preclude 
satisfactory depiction of character. I proposed that by asking a different question we might better 
appreciate Suetonius’ literary method and purpose in organizing his biographies in this way (in 
comparison to Plutarch’s moral program, for example).  
 By examining the sequential dynamics of the first seven anecdotes in the DJ as part of the 
incremental process of constructing mental models, we were able to recognize how temporal 
linking can reveal a character’s motivations, thus adding to his characterization. This revealed 
that Suetonius early on in the biography established political ambition as the initial perceptual set 
of Caesar’s attributes.  
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 The analysis of character frames in Chapter 2 showed how the construction of mental 
models is an integrative and constructive process in which each bit of preceding information 
contributes to the meaning of subsequent material. Methods of non-temporal linking help the 
reader recognize which textual material can be slotted into particular frames. Most importantly, 
however, this chapter revealed the problematic approach of previous scholarship to the topical 
sections in the DVC. When scholars discuss the topical sections of Suetonius’ biographies, they 
tend to do so in complete isolation. As a result, one perceives these sections as a disjointed list of 
various categories—a “filing cabinet” of disconnected information. This type of reading will 
only perpetuate the tradition of mining Suetonius’ biographies for random data about the 
emperors, rather than reading them in full and appreciating their narrative method and effect.  
 Chapter 3 took a brief look at some of the results when these methods are applied to other 
Lives in the series, particularly those Lives which have produced conflicting assessments of 
character portrayal. By considering how the reader constructs mental models of character 
through reading, we were able to posit new ways of understanding these emperors’ 
characterizations and to identify possible areas of the textual presentation which may contribute 
to reader dissatisfaction (e.g. lack of thematic coherence in the DA). 
It remains now to consider what type of mental model this approach has produced—
categorized or personalized? If we take a closer look at Schneider’s explication of these two 
types of model construction, it will become apparent that both types are at play in the DVC. 
Certain categories are activated in the individual biographies, but not to the detriment of 
personalized depictions. Additionally, each emperor himself can become a category against 
which others are compared through the activation of repeated thematic elements which are 
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shared across the series. Ultimately, the number of personal anecdotes and arrangement of 
material results in a personalized character type for the individual emperors.  
 The categorization process of character construction involves top-down processing in 
which the reader applies categories for quick and easy categorization of a character’s identity. 
Schneider identified three types of categorization which are accessible to readers: social, literary, 
and text-specific. Social categorization can include noun phrases which directly describe social 
roles and professions, or traits which implicitly align with other social stereotypes or personality 
theories. Literary categorization involves the activation of literary stock characters or genre 
schema. Text-specific categorization occurs when the text itself, usually through the voice of the 
narrator, presents the dispositions of a character as invariable (through the use of language such 
as “always” or “never”).1 While these distinctions can blend together, Schneider highlights the 
important effect of categorization on mental-model construction: “…quick completion of the 
mental model early on in the reading process, automatic and efficient inferencing, stable 
expectations of dispositions and behavior, and the impression of the character’s explicability and 
reliability.”2 My discussion in Chapters 1 and 2 concerning the reader’s construction of a mental 
model for Caesar’s character show that a purely categorization type of construction cannot be 
applied to Caesar. While social and literary categories were activated for Caesar, particularly in 
the construction of his tyrannical frame, these processes were conducted across the entire span of 
the biography, not localized to the beginning for quick completion of his model. Additionally, 
                                                
1 Schneider (2001) 619–22. 
2 Schneider (2001) 622. 
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some of the information which seemed to contribute to the tyranny frame (i.e. Caesar’s sexual 
behavior) actually showed how Caesar differed from the stock types in that respect.3 
 The personalization type of model involves bottom-up processing and requires the reader 
to pay more attention to individual bits of information. Schneider explains: 
“…personalization can occur whenever the reader does not categorize a character, i.e., 
when he or she is not able or willing to apply stored structures of knowledge for ad hoc 
impression formation. Even in that case the mental apparatus cannot entirely do without 
recourse to top-down processing, but according to Gerrig and Allbritton, the structures of 
knowledge that come into play are ‘specific recollections of the properties of specific 
individuals’ (“Construction” 387) rather than abstract properties of whole groups of 
persons. Bottom-up processing requires conscious attention to incoming information and 
is therefore likely to consume more working-memory capacity than top-down 
processing.”4 
 
The numerous anecdotes and topical arrangement of Suetonius’ biographies would certainly 
seem to require such a model for the reader’s construction of character. Each section in the 
topical material introduces a new trait for the reader to track and process, along with 
personalized anecdotal evidence for that trait. Even if several of the traits are repeated across the 
series, the anecdotes which corroborate such traits are unique and individualized to each emperor 
(for the most part).5 
 At the same time, however, each emperor can be constructed by the reader as a category 
against which to compare subsequent emperors. Many scholars, such as Cochran, Wallace-
Hadrill, and Power, would argue that the only two categories available for comparison would be 
“good emperor” or “bad emperor.” This assessment is based on the conclusion that Suetonius 
                                                
3 An example of what Schneider (2001) referred to as “individuation,” when subsequent information 
requires the reader to change an aspect of the initial model while leaving the category membership intact 
(623). 
4 Schneider (2001) 624. 




depicted his emperors according to an imperial ideal which centered on specific (and repeated) 
virtue/vice pairs. However, my discussion of the construction of character frames in the DJ 
showed that such a stark dichotomy between good/bad is too reductive for appreciating the 
nuanced characterization born out through careful attention to details in the narrative. For 
example, Suetonius employed several textual cues of the tyrant stereotype in Caesar’s biography, 
but many of the personalized anecdotes failed to corroborate a strict typification of Caesar as a 
tyrant.  
How does this type of model fit in with the other major discussions about character 
types?6 Typification vs. individuation: While emperors may enact their virtues and vices in 
similar ways (according to expected models of behavior), sometimes Suetonius presents the 
reader with individualized explanations for how or why the emperor possesses that trait. For 
example, in Chapter 3 I explored how emperors who share the same vice (namely cruelty) 
reached that point as the result of individual circumstances. Idealized vs. realistic: Another one 
of the popular arguments in character studies addresses whether or not characters are presented 
as idealized or realistic. Idealized characters portray traits which conform to some ideal 
concept—whether it be of beauty, virtue, courage, piety, or the like, and their behavior conforms 
to and confirms that idealization. Realistic characters, on the other hand, possess lifelike traits 
and behave like real people with psychological depth and nuanced motivations. In terms of 
Suetonian studies, this debate questions whether or not Suetonius intended to present the 
emperors according to his concept of an “imperial ideal,” or whether he depicted the emperors 
according to more realistic (and complex) notions of character. Idealized characterization would 
seem to correspond more closely with a categorization type of mental-model construction, while 
                                                
6 See De Temmerman (2014) 8–26 for a detailed outline of this discussion and the major types of 
character being questioned in literary studies. 
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the personalized model would seem to eschew such ideal typification. However, as Schneider 
noted, personalized models can also belong to categories, but that category does not function as 
the main characterizing device for the subject. Static vs. dynamic: Perhaps the most popular 
debate in character studies, particularly those concerned with ancient depictions of character. 
This is due to the fact that for a long time it was common belief that ancient Greeks and Romans 
believed one’s character to be fixed at birth and immutable, and so all representations of 
character in ancient literature (across genres) depicted it as static, unchanging, and incapable of 
development. However, that concept has been challenged and now scholars have begun to trace 
aspects of dynamism in ancient representations of character. The personalized type of mental-
model construction does lend itself more readily to opportunities for character change, but as I 
discussed in Chapter 3, if character change is to be recognized in Suetonius’ biographies, the 
reader must rely on strategies other than chronological development to notice it.   
 Approaching Suetonius’ biographies through the lens of cognitive narratology and text-
processing has allowed us to move the discussion about Suetonius’ methods of characterization 
beyond the traditional debates. At the same time, this type of approach has opened up new 
avenues and further questions for consideration in future studies. For example, a close analysis of 
the reading process raises questions of how Suetonius’ DVC provides us with information about 
reading practices for the time, as well as information about his main reading audience and even 
the order of publication. Additionally, this project focused on the results of text-processing 
through the act of reading. We might consider whether a similar study of aural processing would 
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